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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
The Disney Princess line is the fastest-growing brand the Walt Disney company has ever created, and it is becoming the largest girls’ 
franchise ever established. The line and its gender role portrayals have become an interest of the academic circles, and plenty has been 
written on their effect on children’s development and their view on gender. Disney and its princess phenomenon have been identified as 
a powerful influence on children’s media and product consumerism, which contribute to their importance and topicality as subjects for 
research. 
 
The aim of this study is to examine the shift in the language use of the ten official Disney princesses. Prior studies indicate that gender 
stereotypes are present in the depiction of the princesses, and the interest of this study lies in whether such tendencies are apparent in 
their language use as well. The presumption of the research is that there has been a change towards a more forceful type of speech, and 
that the shift corroborates theories from the field of language and gender. 
 
In the past, the theories of language and gender have revolved around the differences between the ways in which men and women use 
language. The topic of female speech has been a keen interest of linguists world wide for nearly a century, and several researchers have 
contributed to ideas of difference and of men and women as binary opposites.  The recent theories in the field have shifted away from 
mere focus on difference, and ask, instead, how gender is produced and sustained through patterns of talk. Central to the development in 
the field have been the three waves of feminism, the deficit, dominance and difference models, sexism, politeness, and the construction 
of one’s identity through language. 
 
The materials of the research comprise of all the ten official Disney princess films. The films have been criticized due to their increasing 
emphasis on sexuality and the exotic, as well as the inactive nature of their protagonists. Today, an increasing number of research is 
directed at gender representations in children’s programs, which is important especially since these representations affect children’s 
socialization processes. Programs aimed at children ought to favor realistic and varied gender role portrayals that promote healthy 
development, and distance itself from the use of detrimental stereotypes. Although gender depictions in children’s media are not accurate 
depictions of real world situations, they mirror values regarding traditional gender-role assumptions and model gender-specific behavior. 
 
The methods of this research consist of creating a list of the countable characteristics presented in the field of language and gender. The 
characteristics are divided into categories according to the time periods created by the release of the Disney princess films, and their use 
is compared between the princesses. Using quantitative methods, the research strives to create a clear image of the shift in the language 
use of the princesses. 
 
The results of the study indicate that a shift has occurred in the speech of the princesses toward more forceful language use. The study 
also reveals that the use of features generally regarded as stereotypically feminine has decreased over time, and more masculine traits have 
been incorporated in the speech of the princesses. Although a substantial degree of variation is present throughout the research, clear 
linear patterns emerge from the overall results. These results correspond to the findings of previous studies, and indicate that gender 
depictions in the Disney films have become more complex over the years due to changing gender roles and expectations in society. For 
children, the films provide a very fluctuating depiction of language to mimic. The female characters of the earlier films constitute a rather 
overtly feminine portrayal of women, while the more recent films construct a less gendered depiction. It will be interesting to see how 
the speech of the princesses develops in the future, as more films are incorporated into the Disney Princess line. 
 
In total, the research provides clear general patterns and reveals a high degree of internal variation in the speech of the Disney princesses. 
It corresponds with previous studies conducted on the actions and presentation of the princesses, and generates an auspicious premise 
for futher research.  
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Disneyn prinsessatuotesarja on nopeakasvuisin brändi, jonka Walt Disney Company on koskaan luonut ja siitä on tulossa maailman 
suurin tytöille suunnattu tuoteryhmä. Kyseisestä tuotesarjasta ja sen luomasta naiskuvasta on tullut akateemisten piirien kiinnostuksen 
kohde ja niiden vaikutuksesta lasten kehitykseen ja heidän käsitykseensä sukupuolesta on kirjoitettu paljon. Disney ja sen prinsessailmiö 
on havaittu voimakkaiksi vaikutteiksi lasten media- ja tuotekulutuksessa, mikä vahvistaa niiden tärkeyttä ja ajankohtaisuutta 
tutkimuskohteina. 
 
Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoitus on tarkastella muutosta kymmenen virallisen Disneyn prinsessan kielenkäytössä. Aikaisemmat tutkimukset 
osoittavat, että sukupuolistereotypiat ovat läsnä prinsessojen kuvauksessa ja tämä tutkimus pyrkii selvittämään ovatko vastaavat 
suuntaukset näkyvissä myös heidän puheessaan. Tutkimuksen oletuksena on, että prinsessojen puheessa on tapahtunut muutos kohti 
voimakkaampaa tyyliä, ja että tämä muutos seuraa sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen teorioita. 
 
Aikaisemmin sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen teoriat pyörivät naisten ja miesten kielenkäytön erojen ympärillä. Niin kutsuttu naisten 
puhe on ollut kielitieteilijöiden kiivas kiinnostuksen kohde ympäri maailman jo lähes vuosituhannen ajan ja lukuisat tutkijat ovat 
edistäneet eroja korostavia teorioita sekä tarkastelleet miehiä ja naisia yksinkertaisina vastakohtina. Tieteenalan viimeaikaiset teoriat 
pyrkivät kauemmas pelkästä keskittymisestä eroihin ja kysyvät sen sijaan kuinka sukupuolta rakennetaan ja ylläpidetään 
keskustelukaavojen avulla. Keskeistä tieteenalan kehitykselle ovat olleet feminismin kolme aaltoa, vaje-, hallinta- ja eromallit, seksismi, 
kohteliaisuus sekä identiteetin rakentaminen kielen kautta.  
 
Tutkimuksen materiaalit koostuvat kymmenestä virallisesta Disneyn prinsessaelokuvasta. Elokuvia on kritisoitu niiden kasvavasta 
seksuaalisuuden ja eksotiikan korostuksesta sekä niiden naispäähenkilöiden epäaktiivisesta olemuksesta. Nykyään yhä suurempi määrä 
tutkimusta ohjataan lastenohjelmien sukupuolikuvauksille, mikä on tärkeää etenkin, koska nämä kuvaukset vaikuttavat lasten 
sosialisoitumiskehitykseen. Lapsille suunnattujen ohjelmien tulisi suosia realistisia ja vaihtelevia sukupuoliroolikuvauksia, jotka tukevat 
tervettä kehitystä ja suuntaavat pois vahingollisista stereotypioista. Vaikka sukupuolikuvaukset lasten mediassa eivät kuvasta tilannetta 
todellisessa maailmassa, ne peilaavat olettamuksia perinteisistä sukupuolirooleista ja mallintavat sukupuolelle ominaista käytöstä.   
 
Tämän tutkimuksen tutkimusmenetelmänä on muodostaa lista sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen tieteenalalla esitetyistä, laskettavista 
piirteistä. Tutkimus jakaa piirteet kategorioihin siten, että ne vastaavat Disneyn prinsessaelokuvien ilmestymisajankohtia ja vertaa 
piirteiden käyttöä prinsessojen kesken. Käyttäen kvantitatiivista lähestymistapaa, tutkimus pyrkii muodostamaan selkeän kuvan 
muutoksesta prinsessojen puheessa.  
 
Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että prinsessojen puheessa on tapahtunut muutos kohti voimakkaampaa kielenkäyttöä. Tutkimus 
paljastaa myös, että yleisesti stereotyyppisesti feminiinisinä pidettyjen piirteiden käyttö on vähentynyt ajan kuluessa, ja että enemmän 
maskuliinisia piirteitä on sisällytetty prinsessojen puheeseen. Vaikka tutkimus sisältää suuren määrän vaihtelua, paljastuu tuloksista 
selkeitä kaavoja. Nämä tulokset vastaavat aikaisempien tutkimusten tuloksia ja osoittavat, että sukupuolikuvaukset Disney-elokuvissa 
ovat muuttuneet vuosien kuluessa monitahoisemmiksi johtuen yhteiskunnan kehittyvistä sukupuolirooleista ja odotuksista. Lapsille 
elokuvat tarjoavat jäljiteltäväksi hyvin vaihtelevan kielikuvauksen. Aikaisempien elokuvien naishahmot muodostavat melko 
peittelemättömän naisellisen kuvan naisista, kun taas viimeaikaiset elokuvat rakentavat vähemmän sukupuolittuneen kuvauksen. On 
mielenkiintoista nähdä kuinka Disneyn prinsessojen puhe kehittyy tulevaisuudessa, kun prinsessatuotesarjaan lisätään uusia elokuvia.  
 
Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimus tarjoaa selkeitä yleisiä linjoja sekä paljon sisäistä vaihtelua Disneyn prinsessojen kielenkäytössä. Se vastaa 
aikaisemmin saatuja tutkimustuloksia prinsessojen luomasta naiskuvasta ja luo lupaavan pohjan tulevaisuuden tutkimuksille. 
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The research topic of this MA thesis is the speech of the ten official Disney princesses and 
how it has changed from Snow White in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1937 to 
Rapunzel in Tangled in 2010. Several studies indicate that gender stereotypes are present in 
the actions and presentation of the princesses of the Walt Disney animated features, more 
precisely, the princesses are depicted as passive damsels in distress (see, for example, Maio 
1998, England et al 2011), rather than heroines of their own right. The interest of this paper 
lies in whether this is apparent in their language use, as well, or if there has been a shift 
towards a blunter type of speech among the Disney princesses.  
 
My hypotheses are that there has been a change in the language use of the princesses, that the 
language in the current Disney films is more forceful than in the early Disney films, and that 
this shift linearly corroborates theories from the field of language and gender research. This 
study will use quantitative methods, and its purpose is to generate a clear general view of the 
topic. 
 
Research on Disney animated films has been vast, especially during the last few decades. 
Studies have been conducted, for instance, on the presentation of gender, race and age in the 
films, as well as the immense amount of franchise built around them. Researchers are keen to 
discover the significance these movies portray in the development of the children watching 
them. Since the Disney princesses comprise a very high selling franchise (Orenstein 2006 
online), their influence on the 3-10 year-old consumers is immense. Little girls who regard the 




In order to create a a clear conception of the topic, I will begin this thesis with an overview of 
the history and key theories of language and gender research in Chapter 2. I will then present 
the materials and methods for conducting the study in Chapter 3, and present the results and 
discussion in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will summarize the findings, introduce ideas for future 




2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 
In this section I will describe the past and present research in the field of language and gender. 
This description entails the three waves of feminism, the deficit, dominance and difference 
models, sexism, politeness and gender, and the discursive turn and identity construction.  
 
2.1. Research on language and gender 
 
The topic of ‘female speech’ has been of interest for a vast number of linguists around the 
world for several decades. The earliest studies on differences between the ways in which men 
and women speak can be found as far back as in 1922 (Litosseliti 2006: 12). Several 
researchers (see e.g. Lakoff 1975, Tannen 1991, Gray 1994) have contributed to gender 
studies in the field of linguistics, all claiming that there is a difference between genders. More 
recent views, however, suggest that the difference does not exist; men and women actually 
speak more alike than different from one another (see, for example, Bergvall et al. 1996, 
Weatherall 2002 and Mills 2003). Formerly, women were seen as the weaker sex and, 
therefore, their speech was also considered inferior to that of men. Today, people are working 
hard to eliminate the distinction between genders, and this applies to the use of language, as 
well.  
 
2.1.1 The three waves of feminism 
 
Nearly from its onset, the field of gender and language research was divided into two distinct 
categories: research on differences between the ways in which men and women speak and 
research on sexist language (Weatherall 2002: 95). This duality was a central characteristic of 
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the field until the last years of the twentieth century, when there was a shift towards research 
on ‘how men and women are constructed through language’ instead (Litosseliti 2006: 2). 
Since, throughout its existence, the field of language and gender research has also been 
closely connected with feminist linguistics
1
, the three waves of feminism have shaped its 
development. These waves have affected the different approaches researchers have employed 
for studying gender and, today, the emphasis on feminism has further increased in the field 
(see e.g. Mills and Mullany 2011).  
 
There has been some dispute about the origins of the first feminist wave. Some researchers 
cite the British writer, philosopher and advocate of women’s rights, Mary Wollstonecraft, 
known especially for her vastly influential Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, as the 
founder of modern feminism (Mills and Mullany 2011: 14-15). According to others, the first 
wave took place between the Seneca Falls Woman’s Right Convention in 1848 and the 
passage of the nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1920 (Hewitt 2010: 3). The 
amendment granted women the right of suffrage which is considered the most fundamental 
right of citizenship (ibid). The first wave consisted mainly of the efforts and achievements of 
white, middle-class, well-educated women (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 4) and has been 
criticized by the feminists of the later waves for its ‘narrowly defined political goals’ (Hewitt 
2010: 2). The first wave suffragettes were, however, the first to address issues such as ‘proper 
female behavior and talk’ (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 5), as well as challenge the 
traditional ideas of domesticity, which dictated ‘that a true woman’s place was in the home, 
meeting the needs of [her] husband and children. Women were further required to be 
modest… and certainly not engage in public activities’ (ibid). With their actions, the first 
                                                          
1
 ‘Identifying, demystifying, and resisting the ways in which language is used, together with other social 
practices, to reflect, create and sustain gender divisions and inequalities in society’ (Litosseliti 2006: 23). 
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wave feminists instigated the soi-disant equity feminism that demanded equal rights regardless 
of biological sex (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 6).  
 
The second feminist wave refers to the actions and ideals of ‘the women’s liberation 
movement of the 1960s and early 1970s’ (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 7). Whereas the first 
wave was viewed by some as slow; even racist or elitist (Hewitt 2010: 2-4), the second wave 
is often characterized as radical, ‘transformative, even revolutionary’ (ibid) in character. 
Instead of a sole target, second wave feminists focused on a broad area of ‘economic, 
educational and political access’ (ibid). Their agenda revolved around difference feminism 
which presupposed ‘that there are differences between men and women’ and took ‘the notion 
of difference as a starting point’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 14-15). The problem with the 
agenda was that men and women were ‘treated as two homogenous groups … with no room 
for diversity amongst them’ (ibid). Due to these problems, later there was a shift towards 
identity feminism which was characterized by 
 
‘a growing criticism from Black, working-class, and lesbian feminists 
… In the context of the complex power relations of a post-colonial but 
still imperial and capitalist world, they questioned what they saw as a 
predominantly White, middle-class, and heterosexual feminist agenda 
and raised the issue of a differentiated-identity politics, based on the 
contingent and diversified but no less decisive intersections of gender, 
class, race/ethnicity, and sexuality. Identity feminism … inspired a 
new interest in women’s lives and voices’ (Krolokke and Sorensen 
2006: 12-13).  
 
Second wave feminists were the first to differentiate gender as separate from biological sex 
(Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 14-15) which became one of the key aspects of language and 
gender research, and during this wave a wide range of different feminist trends
2
 emerged. 
                                                          
2
 E.g. reformist, radical, socialist, eco, cultural, essentialist, individual, lesbian, material, moderate, pop, post-
modern, psychoanalytic, etc. 
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Further, the second wave created ‘an explosion of research and teaching on women’s issues 
which has now grown into a diverse disciplinary field of women’s, gender, [and] feminist 
studies’ (ibid). 
 
By the time the third feminist wave began in the early 1990s, much had changed since the 
publication of Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792 and the Seneca Falls Woman’s 
Rights Convention in 1848. The new feminists of the third wave are born with the privileges 
the earlier feminists fought for, and see themselves as ‘capable, strong and assertive’ 
(Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 15). Employing tactics of the new, more aggressive, yet 
playful and less pretentious feminism, they exaggerate linguistic stereotypes (such as girl, 
bitch or slut) in their battle against sexism (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 16-17). Researchers 
‘are still seeking to expand the discipline by producing research that is much more diverse in 
its focus’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 14-15) and the feminists are broader in their vision for 
more progressive transnational, multi-racial and sexual politics (Hewitt 2010: 2). Modern 
feminism has ceased to be a matter of exclusively white, middle-class, well-educated women 
and extended to regard global matters more extensively, instead. The focus of research has 
shifted from men and women as homogenous groups to differences among those groups, and 
from studying merely female language to the ‘empirical analysis of men’s language’, as well 
(Mills and Mullany 2011: 14-15). Through the Internet, the third-wave feminists have been 
able to reach a mass of people (Krolokke and Sorensen 2006: 15-17) and multiply their 
adherents. Instead of merely focusing on future developments in society, the third-wave 
feminists further value herstory, the history of women and, as well as honoring the work of 
earlier feminists, they also criticize their procedures and agendas (ibid). In addition, the new 
feminists prefer the deconstruction of categorical thinking (ibid); they wish to propose politics 
that challenge ‘notions of universal womanhood’ (ibid) and consider several social identity 
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variables, such as social class, ethnicity, sexuality, race, age and religion in addition to gender 
(Mills and Mullany 2011: 14-15). These themes have become essential for modern research 
on language and gender, as well, for which feminism cannot be separated from the field. 
 
2.1.2 Deficit, dominance and difference models 
 
As stated in the beginning of this chapter, the three waves of feminism have affected the 
different approaches researchers have applied in the study of language and gender. These 
approaches are the deficit model, the dominance model and the difference model; albeit, some 
researchers only acknowledge the latter two (see e.g. Weatherall 2002: 55, Goddard and 
Patterson 2000: 101). These three approaches are all concerned with how women speak 
differently from men (Litosseliti 2006: 27), yet solely the difference model considers the 
differences from a positive premise (Litosseliti 2006: 37). The deficit model and the 
dominance model see female speech as either deviant or powerless, while the difference 
model examines the diversity between genders from a perspective of separate social cultures, 
instead (Cameron 1996: 39-40).   
  
The deficit model is considered the initial approach to language and gender research. 
According to this approach, male language is the norm and female language is merely a 
deviation of that norm (Weatherall 2002: 69, Litosseliti 2006: 27). Such claims were first 
made – shortly after women had gained suffrage in the United States – in 1922 by a Danish 
linguist, Otto Jespersen, who, in addition, argued that women’s language consisted of a 
limited vocabulary, simpler structures and incoherent sentences (Weatherall 2002: 56). He 
also stated that an extensive use of hyperbole, an inferior command of syntax and a non-
innovative approach to language were all central features of the manner in which women 
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speak (Litosseliti 2006: 28). In the deficit model, women were considered weak, talkative and 
trivial (Weatherall 2002: 56) and according to biological determinism, the ruling perspective 
at the time, men were the breadwinners and women mere housewives (Weatherall 2002: 81).  
 
Interest in the field of language and gender research began to grow exponentially during the 
second feminist wave in the 1970s (Mills and Mullany 2011: 5). In accordance with the 
thoughts of Jespersen, was Peter Trudgill, an English professor of sociolinguistics, who 
claimed that the speech of men and women differs in many societies (Trudgill 1974: 84), not 
only English. According to him, in ‘some cases the differences are … not generally noticed’; 
they can be ‘taken for granted the same way as … different gestures or facial expressions’ 
(ibid) while in other cases the differences can be major, ‘overtly noted, and even actively 
taught to young children’ (ibid). In the case of English, the differences are of a ‘less obvious 
and more subconscious’ nature (Trudgill 1974: 90). According to the professor, women’s 
language is better, more correct and conservative (Trudgill 1974: 90-91), while men are more 
likely to use local non-standard pronunciations and create new forms of language (Trudgill 
1974: 90, 93). Trudgill explained this to be due to social pressures and sentiments (Trudgill 
1974: 101), because ‘women … are, generally speaking, more status-conscious than men 
(Trudgill 1974: 93-94). He continues that ‘society lays down different social roles’ for the 
sexes and ‘more ‘correct’ social behavior is expected of women’ (ibid). Men prefer to use 
linguistic expressions associated with ‘toughness which is considered a desirable masculine 
quality’ (ibid), while ‘women speak as they do because they feel a particular kind of language 
to be appropriate to their sex’ (Trudgill 1974: 101). In more primitive cultures, Trudgill 
believes, linguistic differences between genders can be a result of the Taboo phenomenon, 
first introduced by Jespersen, according to which certain words used by women will result in 
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bad luck, which leads to paraphrasing and, thus, sex differences in vocabulary (Trudgill 1974: 
86-87). 
 
Perhaps the most noted adherent of the deficit model was an American professor of 
linguistics, Robin Lakoff, according to whom women’s language is apparent at every level of 
the English grammar (Lakoff 1975: 8). Further, she found differences ‘in the choice and 
frequency of lexical items; in the situations in which certain syntactic rules are performed [as 
well as] in intonational and other supersegmental patterns’ (ibid). Lakoff described the 
language of women as lacking, weak and hesitant; altogether deficit from men’s language 
(Litosseliti 2006: 28) which she considered direct, clear and succinct, in comparison 
(Weatherall 2002: 56-57). According to Lakoff, these differences were not due to biological 
determinism, but to women’s weaker status in society (Lakoff 1975: 11), and all women 
should learn to become competent in male language, as well (Lakoff 1975: 6). However, 
 
‘a girl is damned if she does, damned if she doesn’t. If she refuses to 
talk like a lady, she is ridiculed and subjected to criticism as 
unfeminine; if she does learn, she is ridiculed as unable to think 
clearly, unable to take part in a serious discussion: in some sense, as 
less than fully human. These [are the] two choices which a woman has 
– to be less than a woman or less than a person’ (Lakoff 1975: 6). 
 
Lakoff assembled a list of characteristics she found central to women’s language. According 
to that list, women used more precise color descriptors (mauve, beige, ecru); more empty 
adjectives (adorable, charming, divine); weaker expletives (oh dear instead of oh shit); tag 
questions (Sure is hot here, isn’t it?); hedges (sort of); rising intonation turning an utterance 
into a question (You have a cat?); indirect requests (Will you please close the door?); precise 
grammar (I will not instead of I won’t), which all resulted in the idea of women being overall 
more polite in their language use than men (Lakoff 1975: 8-18, Weatherall 2002: 58). The 
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views of Lakoff, as well as the deficit model in its entirety, later received criticism for their 
lack of evidence and basis in intuition rather than bona fide data (Litosseliti 2006: 29). 
According to O’Barr and Atkins (1980, in Weatherall 2002: 65), the features Lakoff listed as 
women’s language were not functions of gender, but rather functions of power. 
 
The idea of power relations in conversation became a central aspect of the dominance model. 
According to this approach, women were dominated by men in interaction; they were victims 
of men’s supremacy in society (Litosseliti 2006: 32), and women’s language was a 
consequence of their powerless position (Weatherall 2002: 55). Central to women’s language 
in the model were the use of questions, hedges, qualifiers and minimal responses, while men 
were more prone to interrupting, topic initiation and topic control (Litosseliti 2006: 32). The 
issue of interruptions as a masculine linguistic feature has been widely debated, however, for 
according to Zimmerman and West (1975, in Litosseliti 2006: 34) men interrupt more often 
than women, while James and Clarke’s research (1993, in Litosseliti 2006: 34) demonstrated 
no difference between the genders to begin with, and Bilous and Krauss (1988, in Litosseliti 
2006: 34) found more interruptions in conversations among women than in conversations 
among men. According to Fishman (1983, in Litosseliti 2006: 32), female characteristics such 
as tag questions, hedges and fewer statements are interaction rather than hesitance, and she 
continues that women are skilled communicators who provide conversational support and 
keep the conversation going (ibid). Because male speakers still control the topics, they are 
seen as the ones in control, i.e., dominating the conversation (ibid). Contrary to its 
predecessor, the dominance model gained data to prove its assertions (Litosseliti 2006: 37), 
although many of these assertions have been questioned in later research, as in the case of the 
interruptions above. The approach was also significant in that it placed emphasis on the 
research of sexism which will be further dealt with more closely in the next sub-section. 
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The third approach for studying language and gender is called the difference model, or as it is 
referred to in some contexts, the cultural approach. According to this model, the differences 
in language use between men and women are due to them being raised in different subcultures 
(Litosseliti 2006: 27). Distinct conversational patterns stem from childhood segregation and 
single-sex peer groups (Cameron 1996: 39-40, Litosseliti 2006: 37), and the speech of men 
and women is the result of a specific set of cultural values reinforced in those groups 
(Weatherall 2002: 55). The difference model suggests that these values for women are 
connection and affiliation in interaction, while men prefer power and status, instead (ibid). Of 
the three approaches for studying language and gender, the difference model is the only one 
that regards the differences between men and women from a positive premise (Litosseliti 
2006: 37); women are not oppressed, but rather successful language users in their own right 
(Goddard and Patterson 2000: 101). In the difference model, the focus has shifted from 
studying exclusively women’s (deviant) language to searching for characteristics of both male 
and female styles of speech. 
 
Among the first proponents of the difference model was Jennifer Coates, at present an 
emeritus professor of English language and linguistics at Roehampton University, who 
believed that ‘differences in linguistic usage are explained by differences in the linguistic 
environment of girls and boys’ (1986: 133). According to her, language ‘is an important part 
of the socializing process, and children are socialized into culturally approved sex roles 
largely through language’ (ibid). Further,  
 
‘children need to master not only the formal rules of language, but 
also the rules for the appropriate use of language. Linguistic 
competence is … taken to include knowledge of the cultural norms 
of spoken interaction … [When] children learn to speak, one of the 
things they learn is the cultural role assigned to them on the basis of 
their sex … [In] becoming linguistically competent, the child learns 
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to be a fully fledged [sic] male or female member of the speech 
community; conversely, when children adopt linguistic behavior 
considered appropriate to their sex, they perpetuate the social order 
which creates gender distinctions’ (Coates 1986: 121-122). 
 
Examples of children being raised in different sub-cultures are various. According to Clarke-
Stewart (1973, in Coates 1986: 123), mothers spend more time with their daughters, have 
more eye-contact with them and employ a larger amount of directive and restrictive behaviors 
than they do with sons. Coates (1986: 129-30) continues that fathers use more interruptions 
than mothers, and that girls are interrupted more than boys. A higher proportion of social 
speech (for example hello, thank you, I’m sorry) is used with girls, while boys are often 
addressed with referential speech (such as What’s this? Give me the red prick) instead (ibid). 
This, perhaps, leads to girls acquiring language at a faster rate than boys, for girls usually 
prove superior to boys ‘in terms of comprehension, size of vocabulary, reading ability [and] 
handling of complex expressions’ at any given age (Coates 1986: 123). Even babies verifiably 
change pitch according to their addressee; their ‘average … frequency is lower when they 
‘talk’ to their fathers than when they ‘talk’ to their mothers’ (Liebermann 1967, in Coates 
1986: 125). Later on, in addition to pitch, children develop differences in intonation and 
phonology (Coates 1986: 125-127), and become skilled code-switchers who employ different 
forms depending on the context and their addressee (Coates 1986: 128-129). While all 
children are urged to use polite forms, they observe that the forms are predominantly used by 
women (Coates 1986: 130) and, in time, boys tend to reduce their usage. Boys are also more 
likely than girls to greet new people spontaneously, for they have observed adult males 
initiate conversation (ibid). In time, these differences and observations grow into different 
patterns of behavior which can be characterized as follows: 
 
‘In all-women groups, women often discuss one topic for half an 
hour or more; they share a great deal of information about 
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themselves and talk about their feelings and their relationships. Men 
on the other hand jump from one topic to another, vying to tell 
anecdotes which centre around themes of superiority and aggression. 
They rarely talk about themselves, but compete to prove themselves 
better informed about current affairs, travel, sport, etc. The 
management of conversation differs significantly between women’s 
and men’s groups. Women are careful to respect each other’s turns 
and tend to apologize for talking too much. Members of all-women 
groups are concerned that everyone should participate and dislike 
any one person dominating conversation. Men in all-men groups, by 
contrast, compete for dominance and over time establish a 
reasonably stable hierarchy, with some men dominating 
conversation and others talking very little. Individual men frequently 
address the whole group…, while individual women rarely do…, 
preferring an interpersonal style involving one-to-one interaction’ 
(Coates 1986: 151-152). 
  
Coates (1986: 153), thus, characterizes men’s speech style as competitive and women’s as co-
operative. She prefers to use the term style instead of language (Litosseliti 2006: 37-39), for 
while the language is the same between male and female speakers, different interaction styles 
and linguistic choices shape their interaction (ibid). Coates continues that women employ 
minimal responses to indicate support to a greater extent than men; they ask more questions 
and gossip, ‘while men talk more, swear more and use imperative forms to get things done’ 
(Coates 1986: 97, 117). She concludes that in “women-to-women interaction … ‘powerless’ 
forms can be used as a powerful sign of mutual support and solidarity’ (ibid).  
 
Another noted adherent of the difference model is Deborah Tannen, a professor of Linguistics 
at Georgetown University, who became interested in the field of language and gender after 
participating on a course taught by Robin Lakoff (Tannen 1991: 14). Whereas Lakoff argued 
that women’s language was lacking, weak and hesitant (Litosseliti 2006: 28) and they needed 
to become competent speakers of male language (Lakoff 1975: 6), Tannen believed that the 
differences in the systems genders use for interaction can be ‘defended as logical and 
reasonable’ (Tannen 1991: 14), and that we must identify those differences and learn to 
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understand them, instead (Tannen 1991: 17). As with Coates, she argued that communication 
problems between the sexes are due to girls and boys being raised in substantially different 
cultures, making interaction between men and women intercultural communication (Tannen 
1991: 18). According to Tannen, men view the world as individuals in a hierarchical social 
system where they are either better or worse than others (Tannen 1991: 24-25). In this world, 
conversations are negotiations where people try their best to gain and maintain the upper hand 
and protect themselves from others’ attempts to control them (ibid). Life is, thus, a battle to 
preserve independence and avoid failure (ibid). Women, on the contrary, approach the world 
as individuals in a network of relations (Tannen 1991: 25). In their world, conversations strive 
for intimacy and people aspire to help others, as well as to gain support and affirmation, reach 
consensus and shelter from the attempts of others to cast them aside (ibid). Even though this 
world has hierarchies as well, they are rather hierarchies of friendship than of power and 
status (ibid). Tannen (1991: 51) continues that men tend to solve problems, while women 
understand and share. Women often feel frustrated that men refuse to respond to their 
problems by telling about their own similar ones, while men become frustrated that women do 
(ibid). In these cases, men get offended that women try to take away the uniqueness of their 
experience (ibid). Women fail to see this because, for them, talking about their lives is a 
responsibility (Tannen 1991: 98), and secrets and gossip increase closeness in their 
relationships (Tannen 1991: 96-97). As for decisions, women find it natural to discuss matters 
with their partner, while men make more decisions on their own and experience discussions 
as deprivations of their liberty (Tannen 1991: 27). Tannen describes men’s speech as report 
(Tannen 1991: 76-77) for being direct and succinct, and women’s as rapport (ibid) for its 
flowing and co-operative qualities. She continues that men often dominate the public sphere 
of speech while women rather talk in the privacy of their homes (ibid). In addition, Tannen 
has observed that people are often offended when issues of gender are being discussed 
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(Tannen 1991: 14). She believes that the reluctance of some researchers to indicate 
differences between men and women is due to the fact that the differences can be used as a 
basis for unequal treatment and the offering of lesser possibilities for women (Tannen 1991: 
17). The urge to prove that women are equal, however, should not be the premise for a total 
denial of gender differences; instead, the differences should be identified and understood as 
displays of two culturally different communicative systems (Tannen 1991: 14, 17). 
 
John Gray, a Ph.D., relationship counselor and lecturer, took this idea of two separate 
communicative cultures even further: according to him, men and women interact as if they 
were from different planets altogether (Gray 1994: 9). They not only communicate in 
different manners, but also think, feel and react in different ways (Gray 1994: 10). Further, 
Gray believes that men expect women to think, feel and react like men, and women, naturally, 
expect men to think, feel and react like women (ibid). Conflicts arise when this refuses to 
happen (ibid). According to Gray, men, or the Martians, value power, efficiency and 
achievement; they always act to assert and develop their strength and skills, and the 
determining factor of their self-image is their ability to gain results (Gray 1994: 16). Men 
strive for success, performance and competence, and they are interested in current events, 
sports and new technology (ibid). Women, or the Venusians, on the contrary, revere love, 
beauty and discussions; they support and nurture each other, and their self-image is based on 
the quality of their relationships (Gray 1994: 18). Women strive for participation and 
solidarity (ibid) and, unlike men who withdraw to their caves (Gray 1994: 30-31), they talk 
through their problems, instead (ibid). Gray continues that men feel better once they have 
solved their problems (ibid), while women find solace in mere conversation (ibid). This, 
perhaps, is the key difference between the communicative styles of men and women, and the 
critical mistake the sexes often make in interaction with one another is to offer help or advice 
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suitable for the interaction style of their own gender (Gray 1994: 29). Gray states that men’s 
motivation stems from being needed, while women’s from being loved (Gray 1994: 43). 
According to him, a list of primary love needs shapes their interaction (Gray 1994: 133). This 
list for women entails, for instance, caring, understanding, devotion and appreciation, while 
for men it consist of attributes such as trust, approval, admiration and recognition (ibid). Gray 
characterizes men as rubber bands who first withdraw and then bounce back (Gray 1994: 92), 
and women as waves whose self-confidence rises and decreases according to how much they 
appreciate themselves (Gray 1994: 112). All the features cited above are central to the manner 
in which men and women communicate with each other, and since their view of the world is 
remarkably different, clashes are likely to occur.  
 
Coates (1986: 152-153) assembled a list of these clashes and condensed them into seven 
problem areas that can cause miscommunication between genders. The problem areas are the 
meaning of questions, links between speaker turns, topic shifts, self-disclosure, verbal 
aggressiveness, interruptions and listening (ibid). According to Coates, women use questions 
for conversational maintenance, while men interpret them as simple requests for information 
(ibid). Women also link their speech to what has been said before, unlike men who usually 
start new topics, instead (Coates 1986: 152-153). Men generally change topics rapidly, while 
women tend to discuss the same topic for a longer period of time and build on each other’s 
contributions (ibid). Further, 
 
‘Women tend to see conversation as an opportunity to discuss 
problems, share experience and offer reassurance and advice… For 
men, the discussion of personal problems is not a normal component 
of conversation. Men… respond to another speaker’s disclosure as if 
it were a request for advice. They do not respond by bringing up 
their own problems, but take on the role of expert and offer advice, 




Similar remarks were made by Tannen (1991: 98, 125) and Gray (1994: 15) some years later. 
Coates continues that as for verbal aggressiveness, shouting, threats and insults are natural 
parts of all-male conversation, while women find them unpleasant and often take offense on 
such behavior (Coates 1986: 152-153). As for interruptions, women use minimal responses to 
indicate their interest towards the other speaker, while men interrupt to gain the floor 
themselves (ibid). Women also listen and encourage others to speak, while men compete on 
being the speaker, instead (ibid).  
 
Today, the deficit model is considered rather dated, and researchers mostly argue between 
dominance and difference. The difference model has probably been the most successful in 
popular circles, for its perspective of gender differences arises from a positive premise and its 
refusal to disparage women. Rather, women are empowered by it in several ways. This does 




The study of sexism has been a vital part of language and gender research especially from the 
1960s forward (Litosseliti 2006: 13). Since it does not form the main focus of this paper, 
however, it will only be discussed here shortly. The OED defines sexism as ‘prejudice, 
stereotyping, or discrimination, typically against women, on the basis of sex’ (OED 2012 
online), and Mills and Mullany (2011: 13) state that despite ‘the early gains… made by 
feminist movements… equality still has not been achieved, and language and gender studies 




Litosseliti (2006) composed the following list of characteristics that display bias against 
women in the English language: the male form is generally the norm, the female form a 
deviation of that norm (lion – lioness); when describing past actions of mankind, it is referred 
to as history; there is sex specification (authoress, actress; she used for countries, cars or 
boats); gratuitous modifiers (lady doctor); lexical gaps and under-lexicalization (more terms 
for promiscuous women than men); semantic derogation (lady, madam, mistress); 
asymmetrically gendered language items (fireman, chairman, wizard); and negative 
connotations of language items (girl equals immaturity, dependence and triviality) (Litosseliti 
2006: 14-15). In addition to these, Lakoff (1975) introduced such unequal word pairs as bull – 
cow,  fox – vixen and bachelor – spinster (Lakoff 1975: 25), as well as remarked upon the 
visibility of women’s marital status in their title Mrs. or Miss versus the men’s mere Mr. 
(Lakoff 1975: 36). The matter has caused much public debate and a neutral form Ms. has been 
introduced to replace the two female forms in use, however, the old terms still thrive. 
According to Lakoff (1975: 8) all the features cited above amount to deep bias against women 
as rational individuals, for ‘social change creates language change, not the reverse’ (Lakoff 
1975: 45). In other words, in order for language to change, a change in attitudes needs to 
precede.  
 
In addition to consisting of different elements, sexism also has various forms. In overt sexism 
‘there is clear and unequivocal evidence of sexism’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 149), while 
indirect sexism ‘works through humor and playfulness and often explicitly evokes… sexist 
messages from the 1950s in a playful and ironizing way’ (ibid). The latter can also be 
associated with retro sexism which ‘ironically draws on older forms of sexism’ (Mills and 
Mullany 2011: 152). In today’s advertising, for example, sexism is ‘usually indirect rather 
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than overt’ (ibid), and can be turned around into sexism against men in order to empower and 
attract female consumers. 
 
Sexist language use is not an exclusive feature of English. Sexist language items can also be 
found in Japanese, Arabic, Hebrew, German, Spanish and Portuguese (Mills and Mullany 
2011: 154-155), for example, and efforts have been made in order to both decrease their usage 
as well as to create and employ neutral or positive items, instead (Mills and Mullany 2011: 
156). This became apparent especially in the language reforms of the 1970s and 1980s where 
‘explicit guidelines and policies on sexist language’ use in the workplace were created in the 
UK (ibid). Today, ‘overtly sexist language use has been recognized as a problem (ibid), and in  
 
  
 each language it is necessary to decide whether it is better to (a) 
argue for getting rid of the female-specific forms, which are often 
negatively viewed; (b) to insist on using them to make women more 
visible; (c) try to develop neutral terms which refer to men and 
women without specifying their gender (Mills and Mullany 2011: 
159). 
 
In addition, it is vital to note that sexist ‘stereotypes are not stable; they change and coexist’ 
(Mills and Mullany 2011: 159). When studying, or attempting to change, sexist language use, 
the significance of context must not be overlooked either, and ‘simply replacing words with 
more neutral terms will not solve the problem’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 160). 
 
2.1.4 Politeness and gender 
 
As demonstrated in this section, a vast amount of research has been conducted on the 
differences in language use between men and women, and the field has experienced plenty of 
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controversy regarding the matter. This dispute has been, perhaps, the most apparent in the 
area of gender and politeness. 
 
The traditional view in the field of gender and politeness, has been that women are more 
polite than men. Further, it has been generally believed that men 
 
dominate interactions in public settings. They generally talk more 
than women, ask more questions, interrupt more often, and when 
they get the floor they are more likely than a woman to challenge 
and disagree with the speaker. In a variety of contexts, women tend 
to provide more supportive and encouraging feedback than men, to 
agree rather than disagree, to look for connections and add to and 
build on the contributions of others. This is positively polite 
behavior, stressing shared goals and values, and expressing 
solidarity. Women also exhibit negatively polite behavior in many 
contexts by avoiding competing for the floor or interrupting others. 
They appear to be more attentive listeners, concerned to ensure 
others get a chance to contribute... It has been suggested that, in 
general, women are more concerned with solidarity or 
‘connection’... while men are more interested in status... Features of 
female talk, such as faciliative tags, agreeing comments, attentive 
listening and encouraging feedback can be seen as expressions of 
concern for others, and a desire to make contact and strengthen 
relationships. Male talk, on the other hand, appears to be more 
competitive, more concerned with dominating others and asserting 
status. Challenging utterances, bald disagreements and disruptive 
interruptions are examples of strategies which typify male talk 
(Holmes 1995: 67). 
 
Reasons for these views which predominated especially during the time of the second 
feminist wave, are various (Holmes 1995: 7). According to Holmes (1995: 2), men and 
women use language differently, because their perceptions of the purpose of talk are different. 
For women, talk is a pleasant activity, and ‘an important means of keeping in touch’ (ibid) 
which they use in order ‘to establish, nurture and develop personal relationships’ (ibid). For 
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men, it is a tool for ‘obtaining and conveying information’ (Holmes 1995: 2); a means to an 
end that ‘can be very precisely defined’ (ibid), that is, ‘a decision reached... information 
gained, or a problem solved’ (ibid).   
 
In addition, there were three common explanations which coincided with the deficit, 
dominance and difference models: innate biological differences, different patterns of 
socialization, and different distribution of power in society (Holmes 1995: 7).  According to 
the adherents of the first approach, there were sex-differentiated rates for language 
acquisition, psychological orientation and temperament (ibid), which could be connected to 
preferences of either asserting control or emphasizing the interpersonal nature of talk (ibid). 
Other researchers stressed the significance of socializing patterns (Holmes 1995: 7) which, as 
was suggested, led to certain manners of making and interpreting utterances (ibid). In the case 
of girls, the interaction is close and cooperative (ibid), while boys compete over control (ibid). 
Supporters of the final approach believed that since men have greater power in society, it 
‘allows them to define and control’ the norms of interaction (Holmes 1995: 7-8). According 
to this view, since women have weaker status, ‘they are likely to be more linguistically polite 
than’ men (ibid). Brown and Levinson (1987) contrasted the view by suggesting that, 
regarding power, a dissimilar way of interacting and expressing politeness might rather be 
women’s strategy to advisedly differentiate themselves from the dominant male group 
(Holmes 1995: 8).  
 
The views of Holmes and other Second-Wave feminist researchers were later challenged by 
the third wave. Mills (2003: 238) critisizes the second wave for viewing gender as a simple 
binary model, and argues that accurate assessment of the effects of gender on linguistic 
choices cannot be accounted for if the subjects are considered homogeneously male or female 
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(ibid). As has become apparent throughout this study, analysing gender in isolation without 
considering aspects of race, class, education, religion, or context is inadequate (Mills 2003: 
239). Gender is not something simply imposed on a person, but something individuals 
carefully build from selected components (ibid). Further, Mills emphasizes the importance of 
‘stereotypes in people’s language production and reception, and in their negotiation of 
particular linguistic styles and subject positions’ (Mills 2003: 238). According to her, 
stereotypes shape the way people interpret the speech of others (Mills 2003: 239). 
 
Thus, the association of women with the use of tag-questions or with 
minimal responses, for example, is one which operates only at the 
level of stereotype, but this stereotype may have effects on the way 
interactants see themselves and their role within the community of 
practice (Mills 2003: 239). 
 
The Third-Wave feminist researchers strive for an anti-essentialist analysis of gender and 
language (Mills 2003: 239). Women, today, are not seen as powerless victims, but as 
individuals who create meanings and impact power relations in interaction (ibid). Asserting 
power in an interaction is no longer done necessarily by means of stereotypically ‘masculine’ 
behavior (Mills 2003: 240); on the contrary, employing such ‘feminine’ methods as resolving 
problems or ensuring everyone’s right to speak, can accrue one’s authority (ibid). 
 
2.1.5 The discursive turn and identity construction 
 
More recent ideas in the field of language and gender have shifted away from mere focus on 
difference and on men and women as binary opposites. Rather, it is important ‘to ask how 
gender is produced and sustained through patterns of talk, the organization of interaction, 
social practices and institutional structures’ (Weatherall 2002: 7). Gender and speech style are 
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no longer considered a consequence of biological sex (Weatherall 2002: 54), but ‘a set of 
discourses’, instead (Weatherall 2002: 95). Gender, thus, ‘is not an essence but a form of 
activity; something that is achieved in everyday interaction’ (Weatherall 2002: 121). 
 
This phenomenon, labeled the discursive turn, has provided a solution to the form-function 
problem according to which there are ‘few direct relationships between a linguistic form and 
its communicative function’ (Weatherall 2002: 59-60). The turn has been ‘a step away from 
the idea of words as stable units of meaning and… towards an interest in the construction of 
gender in discourse’ (Weatherall 2002: 77). According to the approach, ‘gender is a social 
construct and... language is learned behavior’ (Bing and Bergvall 1996: 5), which account for 
the failure to establish clear differences in the ways men and women use language 
(Weatherall 2002: 95). Instead of a stable and enduring feature (ibid), the discourse model 
views gender as ‘a routine’ or ‘a joint accomplishment of situational conversational activity’ 
(Weatherall 2002: 121) Further, it emphasizes the importance of context (Weatherall 2002: 7) 
as well as diversity among groups instead of merely between them (Mills and Mullany 2011: 
41). 
 
The present views on gender regard it as a complex, variable and dynamic site of struggle 
(Litosseliti 2006: 44).  In addition to social behaviors, ‘gender refers to… expectations and 
attitudes associated with being male or female’ (Litosseliti 2006: 1), which make it both 
socially determined as well as alterable (ibid). Because language ‘is not a closed system with 
internal rules, but a dynamic entity influenced by external social factors’ used differently by 
distinct speakers and writers (Litosseliti 2002: 2), ‘it has potential to help establish and 
maintain social and power relations, values and identities, as well as to challenge [current 
practices] and contribute towards social change’ (Litosseliti 2002: 9).   
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Language as a social practice indicates ‘the ways in which language, identity and social 
context interact’ (Litosseliti 2006: 2). People construct their gendered selves not simply by 
being male or female, but by doing or performing their gender according to the prevailing 
‘norms of language which are seen as appropriate and intelligible’ (Litosseliti 2006: 3) in their 
time and social contexts. Further, people ‘produce their identities in social interaction, in ways 
that sometimes follow, and other times challenge dominant beliefs and ideologies of gender’ 
(Litosseliti 2006: 23). As stated before, gender is in a constant state of change, and ‘as new 
social resources become available, language users enact and produce new identities, 
themselves temporary and historical, that assign new meanings to gender’ (Bucholtz 1999: 
20). 
 
Gender, then, is a communicative achievement (Litosseliti 2006: 62), rather than an implicit 
social category to which a person is assigned at birth. Further, it is a process of selection, 
negotiation and appropriation (ibid) that involves identity work, i.e. choosing the correct 
practices of language in order to produce the desired form of masculinity or femininity (ibid). 
These are not free choices, however, ‘but shaped by the highly contextualized enabling and 
constraining potential of doing gender appropriately’ (Litosseliti 2006: 62). Instead of being 
simple or straightforward, gender identities can be described as ‘multilayered, variable, 
diverse, fluid, shifting, fragmented, and often contradictory or dilemmatic’ (ibid). 
 
The identity turn ‘has been dominant not just in language and gender studies, but also across 
the humanities and social sciences’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 4). This can be regarded as a 
part of the on-going obsession of self-improvement and individuality (ibid), and has led the 
research of language and gender in a direction ‘away from the classical feminist concerns 
[such as] education, politics, work, … ideologies and practices that reproduce gender 
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inequalities’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 4-5). The field has undergone a rapid increase during 
the last three decades and ‘it now has a clearly established institutional status’ (Mills and 
Mullany 2011: 5). 
 
Today, the focus of research in the field lies on the individual and the social aspects of 
language and gender (Mills and Mullany 2011: 46). Further, researchers 
 
‘have moved away from the reliance on binary opposites and global 
statements about the behavior of all men and all women, to more 
detailed and mitigated statements about certain groups of women or 
men in particular circumstances’ (Mills and Mullany 2011: 42).  
 
This indicates an interest towards local explanations rather than statements on a broad scale 
(Mills and Mullany 2011: 41), which is a very suitable direction for a discipline with such 
diverse subjects of experiment. It has become clear that after several decades of research, no 
explicit differences have been found between the ways all men and all women speak 
(Weatherall 2002: 73). Instead, discourse seems to be an effect of different identities rather 
than plain, or binary, gender. 
 
Instead of studying the ways in which men and women behave linguistically, the current 
tendencies in language and gender research aim at solving ‘how particular language practices 
contribute to the production of people as “women and men”’ (Bing and Bergvall 1996: 19). 
Since every individual 
 
‘must constantly negotiate the norms, behaviors, and discourses that 
define masculinity and femininity… it would be desirable to 
reformulate notions like ‘women’s language’ or ‘men’s style’. 
Instead of saying simply that these styles are produced by women 
and men as markers of their pre-existing gender identities, we could 
say that the styles themselves are produced as masculine or 
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feminine, and that individuals make varying accommodations to 
those styles in the process of producing themselves as gendered 
subjects. In other words, if I talk like a woman this is not just the 
inevitable outcome of the fact that I am a woman; it is one way I 
have of becoming a woman, producing myself as one. There is no 
such thing as ‘being a woman’ outside the various practices that 
define womanhood for my culture… The complexities of on-going 
gender construction cannot be satisfactorily accounted for within a 
framework that takes behavior as the simple and direct reflex of a 
once-and-for-all identification with a particular gender group’ 
(Bervall et al 1996: 45-46).   
 
The role of gender in society is important and constantly emphasized on several aspects of the 
social world. According to Bern (1992: 2, in Bing and Bergvall 1996: 16), differences 
between the genders are imposed on such a vast number of levels ‘that a cultural connection is 
thereby forged between sex and virtually every other aspect of human experience’ (ibid). 
Differences themselves do not constitute the problem, but complications arise when the 
differences become ‘exclusive scripts for being male or female’ (Bing and Bergvall 1996: 16). 
As researchers have shifted away from the ideas of dominance and difference and towards 
identity and discourse, it has become apparent, that the link between language and gender is 
anything but natural (Cameron 2007: 152). Further, several ‘small but significant differences 
in the speech-styles of men and women are the results, not of pre-existing differences between 
the sexes, but of the unceasing efforts to create differences’ (Cameron 2007: 161). Further, 
language ‘with its suppressive ability to convey subtle nuances and fine distinctions, is 
particularly well suited’ for distinguishing between the self and others (Cameron 2007: 54), 
and ‘as long as people consider gender to be a fundamental part of their identity, the 
distinction between being a man and being a woman is likely to be marked in some way in 




One of the key aspects of the modern views on language and gender research has been to belie 
the ideas of dominance and difference. A common critique against the old concepts remarks, 
for instance, that women are not oppressed by men, but that power is fluid and enacted with 
discourse, instead (Mills and Mullany 2011: 41). Earlier, it was falsely thought that the 
dominance patterns in conversation were an effect of gender when, in fact, they are an effect 
of status. Higher-status speakers speak more than lower-status speakers, especially in formal 
and public contexts (Cameron 2007: 118), and since men often occupy higher-status 
positions, they usually speak more than their subordinate women, which leads to the 
confusion (Cameron 2007: 119). Similarly, women have been seen as being in charge in the 
domestic sphere, however, ‘in informal contexts where status is not an issue, the commonest 
finding… is that the two sexes contribute about equally’ (ibid). In addition, it is important to 
remember that status ‘is not a completely fixed attribute, but can vary relative to the setting, 
subject and purpose of conversation’ (ibid). The manner in which men and women 
communicate is always ‘influenced by the power structures of the wider society’ (Cameron 
2007: 78). 
 
In the process of reconsidering the ideas of dominance and difference, special emphasis has 
been given to the works of Gray and Tannen, whose books portray ‘men and women as alien 
beings, and conversation between them as a catalogue of misunderstandings’ (Cameron 2007: 
1). Today, the authors of the so called Mars and Venus literature are criticized for presenting 
only partial truths (Cameron 2007: 58) and oversimplifying the realities of linguistic behavior 
(Cameron 2007: 78-79). According to new findings, the very contrast between dominance and 
difference is erroneous, for ‘gender as a social system is about both simultaneously’ (ibid). In 
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her research, Tannen borrowed the idea of crosstalk
3
 from interethnic communication and 
applied it to gender studies (Cameron 2007: 82), hence the roots of her work are in ‘linguistic 
research, but not research on language and gender’ (Cameron 2007: 81). For her idea of 
crosstalk to work, not only would men and women use linguistic forms differently, but they 
would be ‘unfamiliar with one another’s ways of using’ them (Cameron 2007: 83). This is not 
very plausible, however, since they do ‘have experience of interacting with each other to 
make the differences comprehensible’ (ibid). Similarly, Gray suggested that men were 
confused by women’s usage of indirect requests such as “could you empty the trash?” and 
hypothetical questions such as “could you run a mile in four minutes?” (Cameron 2007: 87). 
This is clearly a false assumption, however, since men use the formulas successfully 
themselves (Cameron 2007: 88). Further, human ‘languages are not codes in which each word 
or expression has a single, predetermined meaning’ (ibid); they rely on people’s ability to 
infer that which the other person intended to communicate (ibid).  
 
To conclude, the field of language and gender research is a rapidly growing field with a 
versatile history and plenty of internal variation. Research in the field began with statements 
about women as poor language users, and has shifted through different times and models to 
questions regarding identity construction through language. The field has changed according 
to prevailing ideas and ideals in Western society: 150 years ago women were seen as inferior 
to men; today they are ‘different’ or ‘opposite’ of men (Weatherall 2002: 7). 
 
  
                                                          
3
 ’’Systematic misunderstandings’ which neither group is conscious of’ (Cameron 2007: 81). For example, with 
minimal responses women would communicate ‘Yes, I’m listening’ and men ‘Yes, I agree’, which then causes 
confusion (Cameron 2007: 82). 
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3. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
In this section I will present the materials and methods for this research. I will first discuss the 
Disney princess franchise, the movies and the princesses, then introduce critique regarding the 
presentation of the princesses, and finally present the methods for this research. 
 
3.1 Research materials 
 
The materials for this study consist of all the ten films of the Disney Princess line. The early 
movies were released before the death of Walt Disney in 1966, and they include Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), Cinderella (1950) and Sleeping Beauty (1959). After his death, 
there was a thirty year gap, when the company concentrated on expanding their international 
presence and creating other feature films. Shortly prior to the turn of the new millenium, five 
princess films were released, namely The Little Mermaid (1989), Beauty and the Beast 
(1991), Aladdin (1992), Pocahontas (1995) and Mulan (1998). After a shorter gap of merely a 
bit more than a decade, two modern princess films were released, The Princess and the Frog 
(2009) and Tangled (2010), both of which present a new perspective of very classic fairy 
tales. New films for the line are being currently produced, and new Disney princesses are 
expected to join the line-up later this year.  
 
3.1.1 The Disney princess franchise, the movies and the princesses 
 
The Walt Disney Company is considered to have originated October 16
th
 1923, when Walt 
Disney signed a contract to produce a series of Alice Comedies (The Walt Disney Company 
2013 online). November 18
th
 1928 the company released Steamboat Willie, their first Mickey 
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Mouse cartoon (ibid), and December 21
st
 1937 their first full-length animated film Snow 
White and the Seven Dwarfs (Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 2009a dvd, Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs 2009b dvd). Since then, the company has created more than fifty animated 
features, none of which have been as popular as the Disney Princess line (Orenstein 2006: 1). 
The line was created by Disney Consumer Products in 2000 (DCP 2011 online) for 
franchising purposes, and today it consists of ten Disney princess films (ibid). The advertising 
campaign surrounding the line aims to encourage girls to personally identify with their 
favorite heroines, and to buy products featuring them (England et al 2011: 555). Further, 
 
The franchise now includes over 25,000 products and it contributed 
greatly to the rise of Disney marketing sales from $300 million in 
2001 to $4 billion by 2008... Disney and its princess phenomenon 
have been identified as a powerful influence on children’s media and 
product consumerism, contributing to a new “girlhood” that is 
largely defined by gender and consumption of related messages and 
products (England et al 2011: 555). 
 
The Disney Princess line is ‘not only the fastest-growing brand the company has ever created 
[but also] becoming the largest girls’ franchise on the planet’ (Orenstein 2006: 1), which 
contributes to its importance and topicality as a subject for research. The line and its gender 
role portrayals have become an interest of the academic circles, and plenty has been written 
on their effect on children’s development and their view on gender. Criticism regarding the 
presentation of the princesses will be discussed in sub-section 3.1.2. 
 
The ten official Disney princesses comprise of the protagonists of the ten Disney Princess 
films listed above. They are either royal by birth, royal by marriage, or they conduct a 
significant act of heroism in their film. Snow White, Aurora, Ariel, Jasmine and Rapunzel fall 
into the first category, for they are descendants of royal blood lines. Cinderella, Belle and 
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Tiana become royalty through marriage, and Mulan saves China from an attack of the Huns. 
Pocahontas can be considered a princess both due to her heritage – she is the daughter of a 
Native American chief – as well as for her heroic actions of preventing a war between her 
tribe and the English conquerors. There have been rumors of Merida (Brave, 2012) joining the 
Disney Princess line-up in July 2013 (see e.g. Disney Princesses 2012 online, Toy & Hobby 
Retailer 2012 online) and Anna (Frozen, 2013) later this year (see e.g. Watson 2012 online, 
Disney Fandom 2012 online). However, since these remain only rumors and the characters 
are not part of the official assembly yet, they will not be included in the study. Neither will 
Tinker Bell (Peter Pan, 1953), who was removed from the Disney Princess line for not fitting 
into ‘the Princess mythology’ created for the franchise (Orenstein 2006: 2). Instead, Tinker 
Bell became a central component of another successful Disney line called Disney Fairies, that 
was created around her character. 
 
The first three Disney princesses, Snow White, Cinderella and Aurora, can be described as 
elegant, girlish and romantic. The character of Snow White originated from a German fairy 
tale Schneewittchen collected by the Grimm Brothers in 1812 (Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs 2009b dvd). Snow White is beautiful, kind and empathetic, and is often depicted as 
rather naive and helpless. After the death of her parents, her stepmother, the Evil Queen, 
orders a huntsman to kill her in the woods, for she fears Snow White’s beauty might one day 
surmount her own. The hunstman feels pity for Snow White, however, and, despite the orders 
of the queen, releases the girl. Snow White finds shelter in the house of the seven dwarfs, but 
the Evil Queen finds her and poisons her with an apple. The dwarfs dare not bury her, but 
place her in a glass coffin, instead. When the Prince hears about her death, he hurries to see 
her. The Prince gives Snow White a kiss, which breaks the curse and revives her, and they 
live happily ever after. 
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The story of Cinderella is based on a fairy tale that has many known origins (Beauty and the 
Beast 2002a dvd). Allegedly, the story comes from China (ibid). It was collected by the 
Grimm Brothers under the name of Aschenputtel, and the Walt Disney studios founded their 
version on Charles Perrault’s 1697 Cendrillon (ibid). The character of Cinderella has qualities 
both similar to and different from Snow White. She, too, is the victim of an evil stepmother, 
who compels her to work as a servant in her own house. Unlike Snow White, however, 
Cinderella is determined, independent and strong-minded. Nevertheless, she never tries to 
change her position in the household, but succumbs to her role as the maid. One day, the Fairy 
Godmother appears and uses her magic to help Cinderella attend a ball and meet Prince 
Charming. They fall in love, but Cinderella is compelled to leave before midnight, for that is 
when the spell ends. As she rushes down the stairs, her glass slipper falls off, and the prince 
uses it to trace her. They, too, live happily ever after. 
 
The character of Princess Aurora, or Briar Rose as she is referred to for most of the film, is 
based on La Belle au Bois Dormant written by Charles Perrault in 1697 (Beauty and the Beast 
2002a dvd), however, closer to Dornröschen collected by the Grimm Brothers (ibid). The 
story is a classic Arthurian romance written originally in 1528 and retold by Giambattista 
Basile in 1636 under the name of Sole, Luna, e Talia (ibid). Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty 
ballet had an excessive effect on the musical scenery of the film (Sleeping Beauty 2008 dvd). 
Aurora is cursed at birth by Maleficent, an evil sorceress, to prick her finger on the spindle of 
a spinning wheel and die. A good fairy cannot revoke the curse, but alters it to make her fall 
asleep, instead. The fairies raise Aurora in the woods to keep her safe, but upon her arrival 
back to the castle, Maleficent enchantes her and she pricks her finger. The curse is invoked 
and Aurora falls asleep. Her beloved, Prince Philip defeats Maleficent and, in a similar 
manner to Snow White, Aurora is awoken by a kiss from her prince. As a character, Princess 
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Aurora can be described as kind, sophisticated and shy. She has more similarities with the 
features of Snow White than with the other princesses. 
 
The next five princesses, Ariel, Belle, Jasmine, Pocahontas and Mulan, portray characteristics 
of strength, courage and determination. Contrary to the ‘damsels in distress’ of the earlier 
period, the protagonists of the mid-films defy other characters in order to realize their dreams. 
The character of Ariel is a brighter version of the little mermaid depicted in Hans Christian 
Andersen’s original work Den Lille Havfrue published in 1837 (The Little Mermaid 2006 
dvd). The Disney Ariel falls in love with a human prince and trades her voice for a pair of 
legs in order to be with him. The sea witch, Ursula, who orchestrates the spell, gives her three 
days after which the spell will break, if the prince refuses to kiss her. Using her magic to 
enchant Prince Eric, Ursula ensures Ariel’s failure and uses her to seize the underwater 
throne. In the succeeding battle, Prince Eric kills Ursula, and King Triton grants Ariel 
permanent legs. In Den Lille Havfrue, the little mermaid desires a soul instead of a mere pair 
of legs, and after the prince marries another girl, she kills herself. 
 
The story of Belle is an ancient story that has roots at least in Greece, India, Africa, France 
and Italy (Beauty and the Beast 2002b dvd). Versions of it include such noted tales as Cupid 
and Psyche, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, The Phantom of the Opera, and King Kong, to 
name but a few (Beauty and the Beast 2002a dvd). The character of Belle is a sensible, 
confident and outspoken fille from a quiet, French village. Her father is imprisoned by a 
prince turned Beast and in order to save her father, she takes his place as the Beast’s prisoner 
in an enchanted castle. As time elapses, she falls in love with the Beast and breaks the spell. 
During her stay at the castle, Belle is befriended and entertained by the prince’s staff, who 
have been turned into animate objects according to their occupations. 
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The character of Jasmine is a clever, temperamental and rebellious Arabian princess who is 
constantly frustrated by her father’s attempts to keep her inside the palace walls and marry her 
off. The story of the film is based on One Thousand and One Nights (Aladdin 2004 dvd), or 
Arabian Nights as it is often referred to according to its first English translation from 1706 
(ibid). It is a collection of oral stories from 1000 AD (ibid). In the film, Jasmine escapes the 
palace and meets the ‘street rat’ Aladdin at the market. He saves her life, but is taken captive 
by the palace guard. With the help of an evil advisor in disguise, Aladdin breaks out and is 
sent to retrieve a magic lamp from the Cave of Wonders. The evil advisor, Jafar, tricks him, 
however, and he is trapped inside the cave. Aladdin rubs the magic lamp and a genie appears 
to grant him three wishes. Aladdin wishes to be a prince in order to court Princess Jasmine, 
but Jafar steals the magic lamp and turns Jasmine, her father and the genie into his slaves. At 
the end of the film, Aladdin saves them all and grants the genie his freedom, and Jasmine 
chooses Aladdin to be her spouse. 
 
The story of Pocahontas, or Little Mischief as her name translates into, is a fictional tale based 
on a real historical figure Matoaka (Pocahontas 2000 dvd). In the film, she is a wise, spirited 
and courageous Native American princess, who falls in love with an English settler, John 
Smith. The settlers have come to the New World in search of riches and, certain that the 
natives are in possession of those riches, the settlers drift into battle with them. A Native 
American warrior called Kocoum dies during the first attack, and Pocahontas’s father, chief 
Powhatan, intends to kill John Smith for committing the action. Pocahontas saves John Smith 
and, thus, ends the war between the settlers and the natives. The wounded John Smith is sent 




Similar to Pocahontas, the character of Mulan is not entirely fictional. Her story is inspired by 
an ancient Chinese poem called The Ballad of Hua Mulan and its heroine, who takes her 
father’s place in the army (Mulan 2004 dvd). In the film, Mulan is described as tomboyish, 
resourceful and modest, and, risking death and dishonor in her course of action, she 
eventually saves China from an attack of the Huns. The Emperor of China bows to her and 
wishes her to become a member of his personal council, but she refuses. The Emperor, then, 
presents her with his crest and the sword of Shan Yu, the leader of the Huns, to bring honor to 
her family. During the course of the film, Mulan develops an interest towards Li Shang, the 
commanding officer of her unit. At the end of the film, she invites Li Shang to dinner with her 
family. 
 
The latest two Disney princesses, Tiana and Rapunzel, represent a new era of storytelling, 
where classic fairy tales are produced with a twist. Contrary to their daydreaming 
predecessors, the modern Disney heroines, who evidently still live in a world filled with 
magic are, nonetheless, characterized as realists. This is true especially regarding Tiana. She 
is a hardworking, smart and motivated waitress of African-American descent, who wishes to 
open a restaurant of her own. Her story was inspired by the classic fairy tale The Frog Prince 
collected by the Grimm Brothers (The Princess and the Frog 2009 dvd). In the film, the 
spoiled Prince Naveen is turned into a frog, and requires a kiss from a princess to change him 
back. He sees Tiana in a princess costume and asks for her help. The disgusted Tiana agrees 
to kiss him, but instead of him turning back human, she turns into a frog, as well. Together 
they set out to find Mama Odie, a renowned voodoo priestess, to help them change back to 
their human form. In the course of their adventure, Tiana and Prince Naveen fall in love, and 
when their plan to use Tiana’s friend, Charlotte, the Mardi Gras princess to turn them back 
fails, they decide to get married and live their lives together as frogs. When the vows are read 
36 
 
and they kiss, the spell is broken, for by marrying Prince Naveen, Tiana has become a 
princess. Together, they open the restaurant and live happily ever after. 
 
The most recent Disney princess is the courageous, kind and optimistic Rapunzel. Her 
character has both features of the earlier princesses and the more modern Tiana. The 
presentation of the film is filled with self-reflective irony toward the genre, and this is the 
case with the character of Rapunzel, as well. Her story is based on the classic Grimm 
Brothers’ fairy tale Rapunzel (Chmielewski and Eller 2010 online), that has had several 
different retellings over time. In the Disney film, a drop of pure sunlight falls into the Earth 
creating a magic flower with abilities to heal. For centuries an evil old woman called Mother 
Gothel uses its powers to keep herself young and beautiful. When the pregnant queen of the 
nearby kingdom falls fatally ill, she drinks a broth made of the flower and recuperates. The 
magical qualities of the flower are bestowed onto her child, Rapunzel. Mother Gothel kidnaps 
the child and raises her as her own. For 18 years, Rapunzel is forbidden to leave their tower, 
but escapes with a thief called Flynn Rider to see the floating lights that appear in the night 
sky every year on her birthday. At the end of the film, Rapunzel learns the truth about her 
ancestry and, after defeating Mother Gothel, returns home with her beloved Flynn Rider. 
 
3.1.2 Criticism regarding the presentation of the princesses 
 
The Disney animated features, in general, and the Disney princess films, in particular, have 
received plenty of criticism over the years, especially due to their stereotypical gender 
depictions. Lacroix (2004) remarked upon the Disney heroines  
 
being physically presented as slender and capable... constructed 
with... classic porcelain skin tone and delicate features... [Further, 
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they] continue to be drawn with tiny waists, small breasts, slender 
wrists, legs and, arms, and... move with the fluidity and grace of [a] 
ballet model (Lacroix 2004: 219-220). 
 
According to her, ‘an increasing emphasis on sexuality and the exotic is evident in the 
contruction’ (Lacroix 2004: 213) of the heroines. Perhaps due to this sort of criticism, the 
company created Merida, a tomboyish heroine with tangled hair and child-like facial features, 
and might later this year include her to the Disney princess line-up. This might, of course, 
also be the reason for her exclution from the group. The second possible future Disney 
princess, Anna, is physically closer to the classic Disney heroines. 
 
In addition to the appearance of the heroines, their passiveness has been a keen interest of 
researchers over the years. According to Maio (1998 online), although the Walt Disney 
Company has utilized different fairy tales over the years, the basic formula for depicting 
women has changed very little (ibid). Further, the company’s first animation, Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs, established a pattern, that has been present throughout the production of 
their films (ibid). Maio describes the character of Snow White as virginal, pretty and sweet-
natured (Maio 1998 online). Snow White represents the prototypical Disney woman, in other 
words, a delightful housewife who awaits to be rescued and swept off her feet (ibid). When 
encountering danger, ‘she runs away in tiny high-heeled shoes’ (ibid) and weeps. In The Little 
Mermaid, released nearly fifty years later, Ariel appeared more active in her mermaid form, 
however, as human, her character resembled that of classic Snow White. In The Little 
Mermaid, the viewer was presented with ‘a female protagonist who is literally silenced’ (ibid) 
by her desire of male assent (ibid). The company promoted their subsequent heroine, Belle, as 
‘modern’, ‘active’ and even ‘feminist’ (Maio 1998 online), however, in Beauty and the Beast 
she willingly sacrificed her freedom. That which makes Belle a modern heroine is, apparently, 
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that she chooses not to marry Gaston, the film’s villain, and that she reads. The film trifles on 
this matter in Gaston’s line: 
 
Belle, it's about time you got your head out of those books, and paid 
attention to more important things. Like me! The whole town's talking 
about it. It's not right for a woman to read. Soon she starts getting 
ideas. And thinking! (Gaston, Beauty an the Beast). 
 
In the end, it was Belle’s sweet nature that tamed the beast, not her actions (Maio 1998 
online). Further, the character of Jasmine, the only significant female character in Aladdin, 
was portrayed as a beautiful, but futile pawn in the power struggle between the leading male 
characters (ibid). She rebelled against the norms of her society, but was powerless to resist its 
oppressive rules (ibid). Especially infuriating to Maio (1998 online), were the depictions of 
Pocahontas and Mulan, characters that were both strong and courageous, but in the Disney 
films added with aspects of romance absent from their original narratives. The tragic character 
of Pocahontas was drawn as a spirited ‘barefoot babe’ (ibid), and Mulan hid her true identity 
behind a male mask instead of seeking empowerment as a woman (ibid). Characteristics of 
helplessness without the assistance of male authority are present also in the current Disney 
films. Tiana is not capable of opening a restaurant on her own, neither is Rapunzel of leaving 
her tower. Although the new Disney heroines embody more strength, determination and 
independence than their predecessors, the Snow White pattern is still present in their 
characters. 
 
The most recent research on the actions of the Disney princesses was committed by English et 
al (2011). Their ‘study examined gender role portrayals in the Disney Princess movies and the 
gendered nature of climactic rescues’ (English et al 2011: 557). In order to create a clear 
overview of the research subject, they assembled a list of probable behavioral characteristics 
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for each gender, including such features as ‘physically strong’, ‘gives advice’, and ‘leader’ for 
male characters, and ‘tends to physical appearance’, ‘fearful’, and ‘victim’ for female 
characters  (England et al 2011: 558-560). As expected, their results indicated that female 
characters portrayed more feminine characteristics and male characters more masculine 
characteristics (ibid). However, the ‘ratio of feminine characteristics exhibited by the 
princesses decreased over time’ (England et al 2011: 562). I expect to discover this type of 
development in my research, as well. 
 
The depictions of female characters in the media have received substantial amounts of 
attention in recent decades (Thompson and Zerbinos 1995: 651). Further, 
 
Despite profound changes in social expectations and gender roles, 
women are still disproportionately represented as sex objects, as 
mothers and wives, in passive or supportive roles, and as victims. Men 
are overwhelmingly depicted as strong, active, independent (often 
isolated), and sexually confident (Litosseliti 2006: 93). 
 
Today, an increasing number of research is directed towards gender representation in 
children’s programming (Thompson and Zerbinos 1995: 651). This is important especially 
because these representations affect children’s socialization processes (ibid). Because children 
tend to identify with same-sex characters, the media can be held responsible for modeling 
gender-specific behavior (ibid). Children’s programming ought to favor realistic and varied 
gender portrayals that promote healthy development (Thompson and Zerbinos 1995: 651), 
and distance itself from detrimental stereotypes which can play an important role in producing 
women’s negative self concepts (ibid). An increasing use of the media strengthens traditional 
gender role stereotypes and might even ‘be related to more sexist views of women’s role in 
society’ (ibid).  In general, the number of male characters exceeds that of female characters 
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(Thompson and Zerbinos 1995: 651), and more importantly, male characters are usually 
‘portrayed in a much greater variety of roles and occupations’ (ibid) than their female 
counterparts. Although gender depictions in children’s media are not accurate presentations of 
real world situation, they mirror values regarding traditional gender-role assumptions (ibid). 
 
Since children regard the Disney princesses as rolemodels, their representation, including 
speech as well as actions, ought to be examined thoroughly. Plenty of research has already 
been conducted regarding their actions, but very little has been written about the gendered 
language in the films. I believe this is an important issue to address, and that this study will 
pave the way for future work regarding the matter. 
 
3.2 Research methods 
 
In order to construct a clear overview of the shift in language use from Snow White to 
Rapunzel, the present study examines the subjects in three groupings. Group 1, labelled ‘early 
heroines’, entails the protagonists whose films were released prior to 1960, before the death of 
Walt Disney, that is, Snow White (Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, 1937), Cinderella 
(Cinderella, 1950) and Aurora (Sleeping Beauty, 1959). Group 2, labelled ‘mid-heroines’, 
consists of the protagonists of the films of the Disney Reneissance era released between 1980-
2000, in other words, Ariel (The Little Mermaid, 1989), Belle (Beauty and the Beast, 1991), 
Jasmine (Aladdin, 1992), Pocahontas (Pocahontas, 1995) and Mulan (Mulan, 1998). Finally, 
Group 3, labelled ‘current heroines’ comprises of the protagonists whose films were released 
during the Post-Disney Renaissance era beginning from 2000, i.e. Tiana (The Princess and 
the Frog, 2009) and Rapunzel (Tangled, 2010). The categorization is equivalent to the 
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presentation of the films and princesses above, and similar to the study of England et al 2011, 
apart from the absense of Tangled in their research. 
 
In consideration of the aim of this study, I will compare the speech of the subjects in these 
groups against the prevailing ideas in the field of language and gender at each corresponding 
time period. As I wish to examine the potential language shift from a quantitative perspective, 
I have gathered below a list of all the countable characteristics presented in the theoretical 
section. The characteristics have been divided into groups according to the same time periods 
as the subject groups above, and labelled ‘deficit’, ‘d/d’, ‘difference’ and ‘new’. The deficit 
characteristics comprise of the ideas in the field of language and gender presented during the 
release of the early Disney princess films, the difference characteristics of the theories 
prevailing during the release of the mid-films, and the new characteristics of the ideas present 
during the release of the current Disney princess films. Several important theories were 
created between 1960-1980 during which time no films were released. Since these theories 
comprise some of the most essential ideas in the history of language and gender research, I 
created the d/d characteristic group to account for them. The categorization is presented in 
Fig. 3.1 below.  
 
Early  Mid Current 
 1960  1980  2000 
 
Deficit D/D Difference New 




I will count all the characteristics in the speech of the princesses and conduct comparisons in 
their usage between the subject groups as well as individual subjects.  
 
The deficit characteristics comprise of the features presented in the early
4
 deficit model. I 
expect the group of the early heroines to demonstrate these characteristics to the greatest 
degree and, thus, to portray classic ‘damsels in distress’. The characteristics in the deficit 
group are: 
(1) talkativeness  
I can’t believe I did this! I can’t believe I did this. I can’t believe I did this! 
Mother would be so furious. But that’s okay. What she doesn’t know won’t kill 
her, right? Oh, my gosh! This would kill her. This is so fun! I am a horrible 
daughter. I’m going back. I am never going back! I am a despicable human 
being. Woohoo! Best day ever! (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(2) hesitation  
Hmm? Oh, my name. Why, it’s-- it’s-- Oh, no, no. I can’t, I-- Goodbye! (Aurora, 
Sleeping Beauty 1959). 
(3) weakness  
What? Oh, no! No, please! Oh, you can’t, you just can’t. Let me out! You must 
let me out! You can’t keep me in here! Oh, please. (Cinderella, Cinderella 
1950). 
 
The d/d characteristics consist of the features presented in the late deficit model and the 
dominance model. As stated before, there were no Disney princess films released during 
                                                          
4
 This division between early and late deficit model was created in order to account for time differences in the 
study. In other words, as I wish to compare the theories in the field of language and gender to the speech of 
the subjects at corresponding time periods, I cannot implicate, for example, that the ideas of Lakoff in 1975 
affected the speech of Snow White, Cinderella and Aurora, whose films were released prior to that time. 
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1960-1980. Since this was a very heated time in the field of language and gender research, 
however, I believe the theories presented in the time period are apparent in the films released 
both prior and post it. The features in the group consist of: 
(4) precise color descriptors   
The color of the pen that I hold in my hand is royal blue! (Fletcher Reede, Liar 
Liar 1997). 
(5) empty adjectives  
There it is! Isn’t it fantastic? (Ariel, The Little Mermaid 1989). 
(6) weak expletives  
Oh, dear! (Snow White, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937). 
(7) tag questions  
I’ve never seen a human this close before. Oh, he’s very handsome, isn’t he? 
(Ariel, The Little Mermaid 1989). 
(8) hedges  
That’s the funny thing about birthdays. They’re kind of an annual thing. 
(Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(9) rising intonation turning an utterance into a question  
She did? What did you tell her? (Pocahontas, Pocahontas 1995).  
(10) indirect requests  
Would you like to stay for dinner? (Mulan, Mulan 1998). 
(11) questions  
Philipe! What are you doing here? Where’s Papa? Where is he, Philipe? What 
happened? (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 1991).  
(12) qualifiers  
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Oh, you can talk. I’m so glad. (Snow White, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
1937). 
(13) minimal responses  
Uh-huh. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
 
The difference characteristics comprise of the features presented in the difference model, and 
I expect the group of the mid-heroines to embody these characteristics to the greatest degree. 
The features in the group are generally regarded as stereotypically femimine and, although the 
subjects displayed courage in their actions in the films, I believe their speech was affected by 
these theories. This should be the case, especially since this, too, was a very active time of 
research in the field. The characteristics are: 
(14) talk regarding feelings and relationships  
Mother, wait. I think-- I think he likes me. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(15) apologies  
Daddy, I’m sorry! I-- I-- I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know-- (Ariel, The Little 
Mermaid 1989). 
(16) sharing problems  
Please, don’t send me away. If you do, she’ll kill me. (Snow White, Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs 1937).  
(17) offering to help  
Oh, you must be hungry. Here you go. (Jasmine, Aladdin 1992).  
(18) encouraging feedback  
Well, hey, you got the makings of a decent mushroom mincer. (Tiana, The 
Princess and the Frog 2009). 
(19) agreeing  
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Oh. Of course, Mother. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(20) stressing shared goals and values  
All right then. Once you two are married, you are going to keep your promise 
and get me my restaurant, right? (Tiana, The Princess and the Frog 2009). 
 
The new characteristics comprise of current theories in the field of language and gender. I 
expect the current heroines to employ these features to the greatest degree and, thus, to depict 
strong, independent women. Since the view today is that the speech of men and women is 
more alike than different from one another, I expect to find characteristics that were earlier 
considered as masculine traits and are now associated with power, instead. These 
characteristics include: 
(21) interrupting  
Thomas: Is he— 
Pocahontas: You killed him. 
Thomas: I thought that— 
Pocahontas: Get away from him! 
John: Pocahontas, that won’t help. He was only— 
Pocahontas: He killed him! (Pocahontas 1995).  
(22) imperative forms  
Now drop the boot. Drop it! (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(23) shouting  
How dare you! All of you, standing around deciding my future? I am not a prize 
to be won! (Jasmine, Aladdin 1992) 
(24) threats and insults  
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Right, a prince like you. And every other stuffed shirt, swaggering, peacock I’ve 
met! (Jasmine, Aladdin 1992). 
(25) disagreeing  
Oh, no, no! I can’t believe it! No, no! (Aurora, Sleeping Beauty 1959). 
Because the data consists of material directed to children, the characteristic of ‘swearing’ was 
excluded from this list. 
  
I believe these 25 characteristics will provide me with a broad, but succinct overall image of 
the perceived linguistic shift in the speech of the heroines in the Disney princess films. All 
characteristics will be counted by the number of instances per 1,000 words, except for 
‘talkativeness’, which will be measured according to the amount of words spoken by the 
subject per 1,000 words. The materials used will comprise of lexical transcripts of the films. 
The non-lexical characteristics, i.e. ‘rising intonation’, ‘interrupting’ and ‘shouting’, were 
added to the transcripts. 
 
I trust this approach will provide me with a clear overview and easily quantifiable results. In 
addition to ‘swearing’, the characteristics excluded from the study consisted of uncountable 
characteristics, such as ‘trivialness’, ‘strive for intimacy’, and a ‘non-innovative approach to 
language’, all of which are better-suited for a qualitative approach. If the same characteristic 
appeared in the depictions of two consecutive time periods, it was associated with the first 
one. This was the case of ‘weakness’, ‘hesitation’, ‘talkativeness’, ‘hedges’, ‘questions’ and 
‘minimal responses’. The characteristics of ‘gossip’ and ‘talk regarding feelings and 




As presented at the beginning of this paper, my hypotheses are that there has been a change in 
the language use of the princesses, that the language in the current Disney films is more 
forceful than in the early Disney films, and that this shift linearly corroborates theories from 
the field of language and gender research. The results of the study will be presented and 




4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
In this section I will present the results of my research. I will first introduce the overall 
results, and then continue with presenting the findings of each group of characteristics 
individually. The presentation will regard both the differences between the subject groups and 
the individual subjects, and will be executed in a linear order commencing from the deficit 
characteristics and finishing at the new characteristics. 
 
As stated in the method section, all characteristics are presented by the number of instances 
per 1,000 words, except for ‘talkativeness’ which is presented by the number of words spoken 
by the subject per 1,000 words. Due to this distinction, ‘talkativeness’ is discussed separately 
and is not included in the group of deficit characteristics in the following figures and 
discussion. The results have been standardized for clear comparison. Figures are presented in 
numeric form in Appendix 1 and raw data in Appendix 2.  
 
The most common features of each category are presented and analyzed in more detail, and 
examples of the use of the features are provided. Remarks upon the perceived shift in 
language use of the subjects are presented in the next sub-section.  
 
4.1 Overall results 
 
Figs. 4.1, 4.1a and 4.2 present the overall results gained from the study. Contrary to the rest of 
the figures, which demontrate the frequency of the number of instances per 1,000 words, in 
order to create a clear comparison between groups of characteristcs, these figures represent 




Fig. 4.1 Overall results according to subject groups. 
 
The overall results of the study were statistically very highly significant (x
2
=48.247202, df=6, 
p<0.001). As anticipated, the deficit characteristics were employed to the greatest extent by 
the early heroines (x
2
=11.149700, df=2, p<0.01), the d/d characteristics by the early and mid-
heroines (x
2
=38.865951, df=2, p<0.001), and the new characteristics by the current heroines 
(x
2
=74.378839, df=2, p<0.001). Contrary to expectations, the difference characteristics were 
employed to the greatest extent by the early heroines (x
2
=29.856353, df=2, p<0.001). Of these 
results, the deficit characteristics portrayed statistically highly significant differences, and the 
d/d, difference and new characteristics statistically very highly significant differences. 
 
The most considerable differences were discovered in the usage of new characteristics, where 
the current heroines employed each new characteristic 11.42 times per 1,000 words, while the 
early heroines merely 6.88 times per 1,000 words. The differences were far less imposing in 
the deficit and d/d categories, where the early heroines surmounted the current heroines with 




































in the deficit characteristics and with 7.37 instances per feature per 1,000 words against 6.01 
instances per feature per 1,000 words in the d/d characteristics. The usage of the difference 
characteristics was the scantest in all three groups. The early heroines had 5.48 instances per 
feature per 1,000 words while the current heroines 2.83 instances per feature per 1,000 words.  
 
The differences between the characteristic groups revealed clear patterns of linear change. As 
demonstrated in Fig. 4.1a below, the use of the first three groups of characteristics, that is 
deficit, d/d and difference, linearly decreased over time, while the use of the new 
characteristics steeply increased, instead. Since the first three groups of characteristics 
portrayed features connected to stereotypically feminine conceptions of women’s speech, the 
trend can be viewed as a positive change toward a less gendered depiction of women in the 
Disney princess films. Increase in the features formerly regarded as masculine is also good 
development, and the overall results gained from the study would seem to suggest a 
connection between the presentation of the princesses and the theories in the field of language 
and gender.   
 
 











































In reality, Figs. 4.1 and 4.1a present an extrapolated overview of the results. The results both 
inside the subject groups as well as within the speech of individual subjects varied 
considerably. This is apparent in Figs. 4.2, 4.2a and 4.3 below. 
 
 
Fig. 4.2 Overall results according to individual subjects. 
 



















Fig. 4.2a Overall results according to individual subjects. 
 
As demonstrated in Figs. 4.2 and 4.2a, a non-linear shift was apparent throughout the data. If 
the hypotheses had materilized as expected, the greatest number of deficit characteristics 
would have been demonstrated by Snow White, Cinderella and Aurora. Instead, the 
characteristics were portrayed to the greatest extent by Mulan, 14.48 instances per feature per 
1,000 words, and Ariel, 13.72 instances per feature per 1,000 words (x
2
=39.407185, df=9, 
p<0.001). Similarly, the greatest number of difference characteristics was expected to be 
demonstrated in the results of the mid-heroines, however, in reality, Aurora, 10.71 instances 
per feature per 1,000 words, employed them to the greatest extent (x
2
=23.303867, df=9, 
p<0.01). As for the new characteristics, the differences were rather scant between the mid- 








































































instances per feature per 1,000 words, whose results slightly surmounted the results of 
Rapunzel, 11.78 instances per feature per 1,000 words, and Tiana, 11.04 instances per feature 
per 1,000 words (x
2
=213.215017, df=9, p<0.001). All these results were either statistically 
highly or very highly significant. In the light of the results, and since the new characteristics 
present the most abrupt language use in the study, the character of Jasmine can be regarded as 
‘the bluntest of them all’. 
 
The non-linear shift is apparent throughout the following figures and discussion of the 
characteristics. 
 
4.2 Deficit characteristics 
 
Due to the dissimilar nature of the methods employed in the research of the deficit 

































Fig. 4.4 Talkativeness according to individual subjects. 
 
The characteristic of ‘talkativeness’ varied to such a great extent between individual subjects 
that the chitest resulted in zero, in other words, the differences were statistically very highly 
significant (p<0.001). For subject groups the result was x
2
=612.629352, df=2, p<0.001, which 
is also statistically very highly significant. 
 
As Figs. 4.3 and 4.4, demonstrate, the most talkative subjects were discovered from both ends 
of the spectrum, that is, the earliest heroines Snow White, 300.15 words per 1,000 words, and 
Cinderella, 231.27 words per 1,000 words, and the most current heroines Rapunzel, 351.37 
words per 1,000 words, and Tiana, 237.66 words per 1,000 words. Characteristic of Disney 
animated films, all the subjects directed a substantial part of their speech towards animals. 
This was emphasized in the cases of Snow White (26), Rapunzel (27) and Cinderella (28), in 
whose films the animals were silent, but the subjects interacted with them as if they spoke, as 
well. Contrary to them, Tiana preferred discussions with other characters with the ability to 
speak. 















(26) Everything’s going to be all right. But I do need a place to sleep at night. I can’t 
sleep in the ground like you. Or in a tree the way you do. And I’m sure no nest 
would possibly be big enough for me. Maybe you know where I can stay. In the 
woods somewhere? You do? Will you take me there? (Snow White, Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs 1937). 
(27) Gotcha! That’s 22 for me. How about 23 out of 45? Okay. Well, what do you 
want to do? Yeah, I don’t think so. I like it in here, and so do you. Oh, come on, 
Pascal. It’s not so bad in here. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(28) Well, serves you right, spoiling people’s best dreams. Yes, I know it’s a lovely 
morning , but it was a lovely dream too. What kind of dream? Can’t tell. ‘Cos if 
you tell a wish, it won’t come true. (Cinderella, Cinderella 1950). 
 
The least loquacious were Jasmine, 94.79 words per 1,000 words, and Aurora, 95.99 words 
per 1,000 words. Aurora’s speech consisted of merely 400 words altogether in her film, 
regardless of her role as female protagonist. Her verbal interaction was limited to a few short 
sequences in the middle of the film with forest animals, the fairies, and the prince. Even at the 
end where the prince rescued her, she stayed silent, merely opened her eyes, smiled and 
danced with her rescuer. Jasmine’s wordcount surpassed Aurora’s nearly twofold, however, 
her character received very little time on the screen. Contrary to Aurora, who had several 
entirely silent scenes in her film, Jasmine spoke in each of her sequences. The rest of the 
subjects, that is, Ariel, 133.09 words per 1,000 words, Mulan, 163.48 words per 1,000 words, 
Belle, 171.35 words per 1,000 words, and Pocahontas, 208.20 words per 1,000 words, all 




In addition to speaking, all the subjects also sang in their films. The songs were usually 
performed in pairs or groups, but each heroine, except for the least loquacious Jasmine and 
Aurora, also performed solos. Because songs comprise a quintessential part of Disney 
animated features, they were included in the research, and processed as speech. 
 
Altogether, the early and current heroines were more talkative than the mid-heroines. While 
the speech by the mid-heroines remained in 151.93 words per 1,000 words, the early heroines 
uttered 210.41 words per 1,000 words and the current heroines as much as 284.43 words per 
1,000 words. The development in talkativeness has been nearly linear since 1992, with the 
exception of Mulan in 1998 whose number of words per 1,000, 163.48, was fewer than that of 
her predecessor Pocahontas, 208.20, in 1995. Development such as this can be viewed as 
positive, for it departs from the silent female stereotype, and encourages the girls who watch 
these films and identify with the characters to speak, as well. 
 
The remaining two characteristics of the deficit category are presented below. According to 
Fig. 4.5, the usage of both characteristics regarding hesitation, that is, stutter and pauses, and 
weakness, i.e. pleading for help, were rather even between the groups, and statistically not 
significant (x
2
=0.684313, df=2, p>0.05). Statistically significant differences arose, however, 
as they did throughout the data, between individual subjects (x
2





Fig. 4.5 Deficit characteristics according to subject groups. 
 
 
Fig. 4.6 Deficit characteristcs according to individual subjects. 
 
As apparent in Fig. 4.6, the greatest amount of variation regarding the characteristic of 











































Mulan, 23.39 instances per 1,000 words, demonstrated the highest numbers of instances, 
while Pocahontas, 1.48 instances per 1,000 words, and Jasmine, 5.36 instances per 1,000 
words, portrayed the least hesitant heroines of the cohort (x
2
=32.730158, df=9, p<0.001). The 
hesitation of both the subjects at the top of the spectrum probably arose from their inner battle 
between different worlds. Ariel desired to be both mermaid and human (29), and Mulan felt 
unfit for the traditional roles of both women and men (30). Contrary to the characters of Ariel 
and Mulan, Pocahontas and Jasmine appeared very certain of their wishes through their films. 
Pocahontas demanded peace between her tribe and the settlers (31), while Jasmine insisted on 
discretion regarding her future consort (32). 
 
(29) The sea witch? Why, that’s-- I couldn’t possibly-- No! Get out of here! Leave 
me alone! (Ariel, The Little Mermaid 1989). 
(30) Sorry-- Uhh-- I mean, sorry you had to see that. You know how it is when you 
get those, uh, manly urges and you just have to kill something-- fix things, uh, 
cook outdoors-- (Mulan, Mulan 1998).  
(31) We don’t have to fight them! There must be a better way. (Pocahontas, 
Pocahontas 1995). 
(32) Father, I hate being forced into this. If I do marry, I want it to be for love. 
(Jasmine, Aladdin 1992).  
 
As per the general shift presented in Fig. 4.5, the use of verbal hesitation appears to have 
declined from the mid-heroines to the current heroines (x
2
=9.333333, df=2, p<0.01), which is 
a statistically highly significant result. Furthermore, the shift regarding weakness 





=2.390243, df=2, p>0.05). In this category the differences were rather slight, 
however, and, unlike the results regarding hesitation, not statistically significant. 
 
Although Snow White was characterized by Maio (1998 online) as a character that runs away 
from danger and cries, the most verbal weakness was expressed by Cinderella, 9.33 instances 
per 1,000 words. As a matter of fact, Snow White, 1.61 instances per 1,000 words, 
Pocahontas, 0.74 instances per 1,000 words, and Rapunzel, 0.91 instances per 1,000 words, 
were the characters who expressed least verbal weakness in their films (x
2
=29.975609, df=9, 
p<0.001). The differences between subjects were statistically very highly significant. The 
result for Aurora was zero instances, however, due to the size of her sample, she produced 
zero instances in as many as ten distinct categories in the research.  
 
The character of Cinderella, although resourceful and independent in plenty of her 
endeavours, was helpless against the authority of her stepmother. When locked in the tower 
and prevented from meeting the grand duke searching for her, she cried feebly (33). Other 
damsels in distress, according to this characteristic, were Belle, 6.72 instances per 1,000 
words, and Mulan, 5.57 instances per 1,000 words, who both discovered themselves at the 
mercy of others, too. Belle pleaded for the release of her father (34), and Mulan implored 
Shang to let her live (35). Snow White, on the contrary, refused to demonstrate signs of verbal 
weakness (36) after the evil queen had sent a woodsman to kill her and, instead, directed her 
attention elsewhere (37). 
 
(33) What? Oh, no! No, please! Oh, you can’t, you just can’t. Let me out! You must 




(34) But he could die. Please, I’ll do anything! (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 1991). 
(35) It was the only way. Please believe me! (Mulan, Mulan 1998). 
(36) I really feel quite happy now. I’m sure I’ll get along somehow. Everything is 
going to be all right. (Snow White, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937). 
(37) What do you do when things go wrong? Oh! You sing a song! (Snow White, 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937). 
 
Altogether, the subjects employed the characteristic of verbal weakness rather rarely in their 
films. Instead, they expressed weakness with actions and gestures. As disclosed in the 
research of England et al (2011: 560), the princesses required to be rescued 17 times, but 
performed only 13 rescues themselves in their films. Furthermore, they never performed a 
final rescue without assistance (ibid). 
 
4.3 D/D characteristics 
 
Figs. 4.7 and 4.8 demostrate the results for the d/d category. Because the subjects did not 
employ any precise color descriptors, the characteristic was omitted from the figures. A great 
amount of variation was present throughout the individual characteristics, however, as 
presented in Fig. 4.1, the early and mid-heroines had more instances in the category as a 
whole than the current heroines. Since the features in the category present widely debated 
topics in the field of language and gender at a very heated time in the field, it will be 






Fig. 4.7 D/D characteristics according to subject groups. 
 
The d/d characteristics most employed by the subjects of the present research were questions, 
rising intonation turning an utterance into a question, and hedges. This was apparent in both 
the results according to groups, as demonstrated in Fig. 4.7 (x
2
=79.254600, df=16, p<0.005), 
and in the results according to individuals, as presented in Fig. 4.8 (x
2
=202.915330, df=72, 
p<0.05). The use of all but the two most frequent features in the category remained under ten 
instances per 1,000 words, and the use of tag questions, indirect requests and minimal 
responses as low as under five instances per 1,000 words. The overall differences in the d/d 









































Fig. 4.8 D/D characteristics according to individual subjects. 
 























The most frequent questioners were the mid-heroines Jasmine, 50.94 instances per 1,000 
words, Ariel, 47.38 instances per 1,000 words, and Belle, 38.66 instances per 1,000 words, 
while least questions were uttered by the early heroines Snow White, 19.37 instances per 
1,000 words, and Cinderella, 23.75 instances per 1,000 words. The differences in the 
‘questions’ category were statistically very highly significant (x2=60.322916, df=9, p<0.001). 
The heroines usually employed questions in order to attract support and affirmation (38), to 
explicate the world around them (39), or to challenge other characters (40). 
 
(38) Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh! Have you ever seen anything so wonderful in your 
entire life? (Ariel, The Little Mermaid 1989). 
(39) What’s in the West Wing? (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 1991). 
(40) Jasmine: You are the boy from the market! I knew it. Why did you lie to me? 
Aladdin: Jasmine, I’m sorry. 
Jasmine: Did you think I was stupid? 
Aladdin: No! 
Jasmine: That I wouldn’t figure it out? 
Aladdin: No. I mean, I hoped you wouldn’t. No, that’s not what I meant. 
Jasmine: Who are you? Tell me the truth! (Aladdin 1992). 
 
When the early heroines did ask questions, they preferred the use of rising intonation. The 
employment of the characteristic was clearly divided according to groups. In other words, the 
early heroines, Snow White, 11.30 instances per 1,000 words, Cinderella, 11.03 instances per 
1,000 words, and Aurora, 12.50 instances per 1,000 words, and the current heroines, Tiana, 
11.23 instances per 1,000 words, and Rapunzel, 9.96 instances per 1,000 words, employed it 
to a greater extent than the mid-heroines, Ariel, 4.99 instances per 1,000 words, Jasmine, 6.70 
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instances per 1,000 words, Pocahontas, 7.41, instances per 1,000 words, and Mulan, 5.57 
instances per 1,000 words. Of the mid-heroines only Belle, 9.24 instances per 1,000 words, 
ascended to the level of the other groups, which is particularly interesting, since the d/d 
characteristics were expected to be employed to the greatest extent by the early and mid-
heroines. The differences between the subjects were statistically very highly significant 
(x
2
=40.716814, df=9, p<0.001). In total, the use of rising intonation (41) was the most 
frequent of the d/d category’s distinct forms of questions. Tag questions (42) and indirect 
requests (43) were employed to a much lesser degree, for only four heroines made use of tags 
(x
2
=14.333333, df=9, p>0.05), and seven applied indirect requests (x
2
=13.666666, df=9, 
p>0.05) in their sentences. Both characteristics attained five or less instances per 1,000 words 
with all the subjects, and the differences in usage were statistically not significant. Further, in 
several occasions, the heroines repeated their tag questions for emphasis (42). 
 
(41) Too weak to handle myself out there, huh, Mother? Well, tell that to my frying 
pan. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(42) Rajah was just playing with him, weren’t you Rajah? You were just playing with 
that over-dressed, self-absorbed Prince Achmed, weren’t you? (Jasmine, Aladdin 
1992). 
(43) Perhaps you could take me. I’m sure you know everything there is to know 
about the castle. (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 1991). 
 
The use of the rest of the characteristics in the d/d category, i.e. empty adjectives 
(x
2
=9.043478, df=2, p<0.05), weak expletives (x
2
=17.882352, df=2, p<0.001), hedges 
(x
2
=3.076923, df=2, p>0.05), qualifiers (x
2
=0.690909, df=2, p>0.05) and minimal responses 
(x
2
=4.88, df=2, p>0.05), was peripheral. Apart from hedges, all the aforementioned features 
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were mostly employed by the early heroines. The variation of the characteristics within the 
groups, however, was extensive. Most empty adjectives, 14.75 instances per 1,000 words 
(x
2
=50.086956, df=9, p<0.001), and qualifiers, 8.04 instances per 1,000 words 
(x
2
=19.727272, df=9, p<0.05), were applied by Jasmine; most weak expletives by Aurora, 
12.50 instances per 1,000 words (x
2
=30.705882, df=9, p<0.001); most hedges by Rapunzel, 
9.51 instances per 1,000 words (x
2
=44.692307, df=9, p<0.001); and most minimal responses 
by Mulan, 7.80 instances per 1,000 words (x
2
=21.8, df=9, p<0.01). The differences in the 
categories were all statistically significant. The lowest number of instances in each these 
characteristics was between 0-1.87 instances per 1,000 words, for which it is quite safe to say 
that apart from the use of questions, the subjects did not portray the stereotypically feminine 
features listed in the d/d category. 
 
4.4 Difference characteristics 
 
Figs. 4.9 and 4.10 demonstrate the results of the difference characteristics. Both the results 
regarding subject groups (x
2
=64.480321, df=2, p<0.001) and individual subjects 
(x
2
=141.367150, df=9, p<0.001) revealed statistically very highly significant differences. 
According to the difference model, the features listed in the figures constitute typically 
feminine behavior, however, only three characteristics in the category ascended above the line 
of at least five instances per 1,000 words. The characteristic the subjects employed to the 
greatest extent was talk regarding feelings and relationships (x
2
=32.978199, df=2, p<0.001), 
which seems appropriate considering the age and consequent interests of the subjects. In the 
mid-heroines group, the characteristic of sharing problems was emphasized, while in the other 
groups, the employment of the characteristic was rather scant (x
2
=49.142857, df=2, p<0.001).  
In addition, the heroines agreed with other characters rather often (x
2
=1.2, df=2, p>0.05), 
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however, not nearly as often as they disagreed with them, as is explicit from the results of the 
category of new characteristics. The usage of the rest of the features, that is, apologies 
(x
2
=7.9375, df=2, p<0.05), offering to help (x
2
=2, df=2, p>0.05), encouraging feedback 
(x
2
=3.25, df=2, p>0.05) and stressing shared goals and values (x
2
=2, df=2, p>0.05), proved 
peripheral, in total. The differences in talk regarding feelings and relationships, and sharing 
problems were statistically very highly significant, and the differences in apologies 
significant, while the differences in the rest of the categories were not statistically significant. 
 
 


































Fig. 4.10 Difference characteristics according to individual subjects. 





















In consideration of individual subjects, Aurora, 62.50 instances per 1,000 words, Jasmine, 
29.49 instances per 1,000 words, and Snow White, 22.60 instances per 1,000 words, 
employed talk regarding feelings and relationships to a greater extent than the rest of the 
subjects (x
2
=29.526315, df=9, p<0.001). The differences between the subjects were 
statistically very highly significant. Considering the first two of these heroines were also the 
least talkative ones, the characteristic of feelings and relationships was rather central to their 
characters. In addition to their reticent nature and penchant toward gossip, both the subjects 
lived secluded lives; Aurora in a hidden cottage in the woods and Jasmine in her father’s 
palace. The idea of falling in love was important to them both; Aurora spent her days 
wandering and singing of her one true love, while Jasmine planned and executed an escape to 
find hers. The least interest towards talk regarding feelings and relationships was portrayed by 
Mulan, 2.23 instances per 1,000 words, and Rapunzel, 4.98 instances per 1,000 words. Both 
these heroines had other objectives in their lives and neither listed finding their true love as a 
defining feature of their character, unlike several of the other princesses. For Mulan, the act of 
being prepared for the matchmaker and becoming a perfect bride was dreadful, and Rapunzel 
dreamt about seeing the floating lights on the sky rather than meeting her prince charming. In 
total, the frequency of talk regarding feelings and relationships has decreased in the Disney 
princess films over time. 
 
The instances of the characteristic generally consisted of the following: talk regarding a 
beloved (44), talk regarding love itself (45), and talk regarding relationships (46). 
 
(44) He loves me. Mmmm, he loves me not. He loves me! I knew it! (Ariel, The 
Little Mermaid 1989). 
(45) Snow White: And she fell in love. 
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Sneezy: Was it hard to do? 
Snow White: Oh, it was very easy. Anyone could see that the prince was 
charming. (Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937). 
(46) He was trying to propose! That’s what all that fumbling was about! And here I 
thought all he wanted was to marry a rich girl! (Tiana, The Princess and the 
Frog 2009).  
 
The second most used characteristic in the difference category was sharing problems. The 
characters that were the most talkative, that is Rapunzel, Snow White and Cinderella, proved 
to share the lowest number of problems in their speech. Only 0.91 instances per 1,000 words 
were recorded for Rapunzel, 1.61 instances per 1,000 words for Snow White, and zero 
instances per 1,000 words for Cinderella. Instead, the largest amount of sharing was 
performed by the mid-heroines Mulan, 16.70 instances per 1,000 words, Jasmine, 12.06 
instances per 1,000 words, and Belle, 8.40 instances per 1,000 words. The differences 
between the subjects were statistically very highly significant (x
2
=34.301587, df=9, p<0.001). 
The characters generally shared their problems openly with people in their immediate 
presence, and often the same topics circled in their speech. Mulan concerned herself with 
being exposed as a girl (47), Jasmine railed against the idea of a fixed marriage (48), and 
Belle complained about the actions of the beast (49).  
 
(47) I don’t think I can do this. (Mulan, Mulan 1998). 
(48) Try to understand. I’ve never done a thing on my own. I’ve never had any real 
friends. Except you, Rajah. I’ve never even been outside the palace walls. 
(Jasmine, Aladdin 1992). 
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(49) But I’ve lost my father, my dreams, everything. (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 
1991). 
 
Cinderella, Rapunzel and Snow White had problems of their own; Cinderella was compelled 
to be a servant in her own home, Rapunzel was held captive in a tower by a woman she 
thought was her mother, and the Evil Queen ordered a huntsman to kill Snow White; 
however, instead of sharing their problems, these subjects either succumbed to their 
circumstances and awaited to be rescued, or instead of complaining, took action to alter their 
circumstance themselves. The latter provides a fine example for children watching the films, 
but the former causes concern for the individuals who, instead of sharing their problems, 
await for their fairy godmothers and princes in shiny armors. 
 
The third most used characteristic in the difference category was agreeing. As several other 
features, this too was a characteristic of plenty of variation both between the subjects as well 
as the groups. Most equally eager to agree were the individuals in the group of the early 
heroines, Snow White, 6.46 instances per 1,000 words, Cinderella, 6.79 instances per 1,000 
words, and Aurora, 5.00 instances per 1,000 words. In the other groups, Jasmine, 9.38 
instances per 1,000 words, and Rapunzel, 7.25 instances per 1,000 words, agreed the most. 
The most reluctant subject to agree was the character of Mulan, 1.11 instances per 1,000 
words. The differences between the subjects were statistically very highly significant (x
2
=32, 
df=9, p<0.001). Usually the heroines agreed in the presence of an authority; a parent, for 
example; and their agreement was verbalized only with a few words (50). In some instances, 
the verbalization extended over a longer sentence (51), and at least once it was used for 




(50) Yes, Stepmother. (Cinderella, Cinderella 1950). 
(51) Yeah, that would probably be best. (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(52) Oh, sure. People who tell you where to go and how to dress. (Jasmine, Aladdin 
1992). 
 
4.5 New characteristics 
 
As can be seen in Figs. 4.11 and 4.12, the frequency of disagreeing among the subjects proved 
more prevalent than that of agreeing in Figs. 4.9 and 4.10. Contrary to expectations, the 
characteristic was employed to a slightly greater degree by the mid-heroines than the current 
heroines. Further, in the category of the new characteristics, which were all expected to be 
demonstrated to the highest degree by the current heroines, the only features that comported 
themselves accordingly, were interrupting and the use of imperative forms. Shouting, threats 
and insults, and disagreeing were more prominant in the speech of the mid-heroines and, apart 
from the usage of imperative forms, all features received the lowest number of usage in the 
group of the early heroines. The differences between subject groups were significant 
(x
2
=23.133903, df=8, p<0.01). 
 
The new characteristics were chosen to this study against the ideas of Mills, who believes that 
women are empowered by feminine means, instead. In the light of these results, where the 
masculine aspects of verbal behavior were applied to the greatest degree by the two most 
current groups, I would have to disagree. In consideration of the overall results, the category 






































Fig. 4.12 New characteristics according to individual subjects. 
 



















Similar to the differences in the usage of the new characteristics between subject groups, the 
differences between individual subjects were also statistically very highly significant 
(x
2
=104.052185, df=36, p<0.001). The three most prevalent characteristics in the new 
category were the use of imperative forms, disagreeing, and shouting. The most substantial 
usage of imperative forms was performed by Rapunzel, 32.61 instances per 1,000 words, 
Snow White, 25.83 instances per 1,000 words, and Tiana, 21.99 instances per 1,000 words. 
Further, the characteristic was employed by the subjects rather extensively throughout the 
data. The only exception to the matter was Aurora who had zero instances of this 
characteristic, as well. The second and third subjects with the scantest amount of usage were 
Belle, 14.29 instances per 1,000 words, and Pocahontas, 15.56 instances per 1,000 words, 
who both still employed imperative forms to a greater extent than several other characteristics 
in their speech. In terms of groups, the usage of the feature was most predominant in both 
ends of the spectrum, that is within the early and current heroines, and least reigning amongst 
the mid-group. Imperative forms were employed in order to administer a wide range of 
commands (53), (54), and they comprised an important section of the songs (55), as well. The 
differences in the usage of the form both between groups (x
2
=23.232558, df=2, p<0.001) and 
between individual subjects (x
2
=145.953488, df=9, p<0.001) were statistically very highly 
significant. 
 
(53) Meeko, bring that back! (Pocahontas, Pocahontas 1995). 
(54) I’ve got to hurry. See he keeps out of trouble, Jaq. And don’t forget to warn him 
about the cat. (Cinderella, Cinderella 1950). 
(55) Flower, gleam and glow 
Let your power shine 
Make the clock reverse 
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Bring back what once was mine 
Heal what has been hurt 
Change the Fate’s design 
Save what has been lost 
Bring back what once was mine (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
 
Of the subjects, the most eager to disagree were Belle, 21.85 instances per 1,000 words, 
Jasmine, 18.77 instances per 1,000 words and Tiana, 18.25 instances per 1,000 words, while 
least disagreement was expressed by Snow White, 4.04 instances per 1,000 words, Cinderella, 
9.33 instances per 1,000 words, and Mulan, 13.36 instances per 1,000 words. Contrary to the 
characteristic of agreeing, which the subjects generally directed at a person of authority, 
disagreeing did not have a specific addressee. Altogether, the characteristic of disagreeing 
was a rather predominant feature among the Disney princesses, and its usage has increased 
vastly from the two earliest films. Since disagreement is an act portraying strenght, in this 
event, the heroines provide children with rolemodels prepared to defend that which they 
value. In the case of Rapunzel (56) that was freedom, regarding Ariel (57) her attraction to the 
human world, and considering Mulan (58) her desire of saving her father from a certain death 
at war. Similar to the usage of imperative forms, the differences between the subject groups 
(x
2
=37.771739, df=2, p<0.001) as well as within them (x
2
=64.260869, df=9, p<0.001) were 
statistically very highly significant. 
 
(56) No! I won’t stop! For every minute of the rest of my life, I will fight! I will 
never stop trying to get away from you! (Rapunzel, Tangled 2010). 
(57) Daddy, they’re not barbarians! (Ariel, The Little Mermaid 1989).  
(58) Mulan: No. 
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Fa Zhou: I am ready to serve the Emperor. 
Mulan: Father, you can’t go. (Mulan, Mulan 1998). 
 
The third prevailing characteristic in the category of new features was shouting. The use of 
the characteristic was usually tied to a specific event in each film; it did not predominate in 
the speech of the heroines through them. Centered around a heated conversation, or in some 
cases two or three conversations, the feature did not prove very dominant in the data, 
however, apart from Snow White, every subject employed it to some extent. Jasmine, 13.40 
instances per 1,000 words, Mulan, 8.91 instances per 1,000 words, and Tiana, 6.55 instances 
per 1,000 words, were the most eager characters to raise their voice, while Pocahontas, 1.48 
instances per 1,000 words, Aurora, 2.50 instances per 1,000 words, and Cinderella, 2.54 
instances per 1,000 words, shouted the least. The differences between the subject groups 
(x
2
=21.032258, df=2, p<0.001) and between individual subjects (x
2
=33.483870, df=9, 
p<0.001) were statistically very highly significant in this category, as well. The characteristic 
generally occurred in scenes where the subject expressed anger (59), frustration (60), or raised 
her voice to receive the attention of others (61). 
 
(59) Rapunzel: It was you! It was all you! 
Gothel: Everything I did was to protect you. Rapunzel— 
Rapunzel: I spent my entire life hiding from people who would use me for my 
power... 
Gothel: Rapunzel! 
Rapunzel: ...when I should have been hiding from you! (Tangled 2010). 
(60) Let us out! (Belle, Beauty and the Beast 1991). 
(61) No! If you kill him, you’ll have to kill me, too. (Pocahontas, Pocahontas 1995). 
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In total, this study has demonstrated a high degree of variety both within the subject groups 
and the individual subjects; as well as within the groups of characteristics and individual 










This study examined the shift in the language use of Disney princesses from Snow White to 
Rapunzel. Its aim was to discover, whether the ideas of the field of language and gender were 
present in the speech of the heroines, and to what extent in different time periods. The 
materials for the research consisted of all the ten Disney princess films released to date, and 
the methods were to analyze the instances of countable characteristics in the data. 
 
The research consisted of three hypotheses. I expected that a shift had occurred in the 
language use of the Disney princesses, that the language employed in the current Disney 
princess films was more forceful than in the early Disney princess films, and that the shift had 
linearly corroborated the theories in the field of language and gender. The overall results 
proved these hypotheses, and indicated that a shift, indeed, had occurred in the speech of the 
princesses toward more forceful language use. The study also revealed that the use of features 
generally regarded as stereotypically feminine had decreased over time. Although a 
substantial degree of variation was present throughout the research, clear linear patterns 
emerged from the overall results. The deficit, d/d, and difference characterictics were all 
employed to the greatest extent by the early heroines, and the new features by the current 
heroines, which supports the idea of a shift towards more forceful language use. 
 
The results of this research correspond the findings of England et al (2011: 555, 561-562). 
Further, although gendered stereotypes and behaviors are present in the Disney princess films, 
their 
 
depiction has become more complex over the years, reflecting 
changing gender roles and expectations in American society. Gender 
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expectations were less complex when the first Disney Princess movies 
were produced and with the rise of feminism in the 1970s through 
current times they have become more complicated... Women used to 
take care of the house and the children... and these skills are 
showcased by the early princesses... Women now, however, are 
expected to maintain such feminine traits, and also to incorporate 
aspects of “male” traits... if they are to succeed outside of the home 
(England et al 2011: 563). 
 
The incorporation of male traits was apparent, especially in the speech of the current heroines. 
They demonstrated several aspects regarded as stereotypically feminine traits, but their 
overall results represented a high rise compared to the other two groups in the use of 
masculine characteristics. It will be interesting to see whether this is the direction of the future 
films, and whether the masculine traits will surpass the feminine traits at some point. 
 
Several ‘theoretical perspectives suggest that viewing depictions of gender roles contributes 
to a child’s understanding of gender’ (England et al 2011: 566), and that exposure to media 
helps to develop the child’s concepts of social behavior (ibid). The Disney princess films in 
total provide a very fluctuating depiction of language for children to mimic. The female 
characters of the earlier films constitute a rather overtly feminine portrayal both with their 
actions and presentation as well as their speech, while the more recent films consruct a less 
gendered depiction of women corroborating the current theories in the field of language and 
gender. In consideration of individual subjects, Aurora portrayed the most feminine 
protagonist, and Jasmine, Rapunzel, and Tiana the most empowered heroines. 
 
Since the premiere of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1937, the Disney princess films 
have been a keen interest of the media. I believe this will continue to be true in the future, and 
that the interest will continue to increase in the academic circles, as well. The depictions of 
80 
 
the princesses proved topical yet again on May 9
th
, 2013, when Fleming (2013 online) issued 
an article on the parents’ reaction to the transformation of Merida to fit the Disney princess 
line-up. Merida’s coronation has been rumoured to occur this summer, and her ‘curls have 
been smoothed out into neat waves, her waist is thinner, eyes wider, cheekbones higher, and 
most importantly, she has lost her trusty bow and arrow’ (ibid). The parents, who regarded 
Merida as a welcome change to the rolemodels presented by the earlier Disney princesses, are 
now furious and strive to convince Disney to reverse their redesign (ibid). Reactions this 
strong to films and franchise aimed at children accent the importance of further research on 
the topic. 
 
Due to the scope of this text, the subjects of this study were limited to the leading female 
characters of the Disney princess films. In addition, the films themselves were limited to the 
ten official Disney princess films. For the most part, this demarcation proved sufficient, 
however, in the case of Aurora, whose speech in the film consisted of only 400 words in total, 
the amount of data was rather scant, and left her character with several results of zero 
instances. More data on her part could have altered both the results of her individual character 
and that of the research in total.  
 
Six of the ten Disney princess films have inspired one or multiple sequels, however, since this 
was not a common feature for all the films, the sequels were omitted from the research. 
Further, the sequels were not necessarily released in the same time period as the original film, 
which would have produced an issue with time references. The films were also not, 





In the future, it would be interesting to study other Disney films and compare the speech of 
their female protagonists to the results of this study. It would also be interesting to examine 
other characters, or films produced by other companies than the Walt Disney Company. A 
study similar to that of England et al 2011 could compare the manner in which the speech of 
the female and male protagonists develop and differ from one another over time. Further, 
since this study consisted of a quantitative analysis, it would be intresting to apply qualitative 
methods to the same research data, and to cross-compare these two sets of results. 
 
To conclude, the research provided clear general patterns and revealed a high degree of 
internal variation in the speech of the princesses. It corresponded with previous studies 
conducted on the actions and presentation of the princesses, and generated an auspicious 
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Figures in numeric form (standardized results). 
 
 
Table A1.1 Overall results according to subject groups (instances per feature per 1,000 
words). 
Group Deficit D/D Difference New 
Early 7,98 7,37 5,48 6,88 
Mid 7,62 7,22 4,81 9,67 
Current 5,29 6,01 2,83 11,42 
 
 
Table A1.2 Overall results according to individual subjects (instances per feature per 1,000 
words). 
Character Deficit D/D Difference New 
Snow White 5,65 6,46 5,77 6,30 
Cinderella 10,18 7,54 3,39 8,48 
Aurora 8,75 9,72 10,71 4,00 
Ariel 13,72 7,90 3,74 9,23 
Belle 7,98 7,66 5,04 10,25 
Jasmine 4,02 10,28 8,62 12,06 
Pocahontas 1,11 5,51 3,49 7,56 
Mulan 14,48 6,06 4,30 10,47 
Tiana 5,62 5,41 3,08 11,04 
Rapunzel 4,98 6,59 2,59 11,78 
 
 







Table A1.4 Talkativeness according to individual subjects (words per 1,000 words). 
Character Talkativeness 













Table A1.5 Deficit characteristics according to subject groups (instances per 1,000 words). 
Group Hesitation Weakness 
Early 11,36 4,61 
Mid 11,63 3,61 
Current 8,29 2,30 
 
 
Table A1.6 Deficit characteristics according to individual subjects (instances per 1,000 
words). 
Character Hesitation Weakness 
Snow White 9,69 1,61 
Cinderella 11,03 9,33 
Aurora 17,50 0,00 
Ariel 24,94 2,49 
Belle 9,24 6,72 
Jasmine 5,36 2,68 
Pocahontas 1,48 0,74 
Mulan 23,39 5,57 
Tiana 7,49 3,74 
Rapunzel 9,06 0,91 
 
 
Table A1.7 D/D characteristics according to subject groups (instances per 1,000 words). 
Group Empty Weak Tag Hedge Rising Indir Quest Qual Min 
Early 7,81 7,81 0,00 5,32 11,36 1,42 23,42 6,39 2,84 
Mid 3,61 2,01 1,20 5,01 7,02 1,60 38,71 3,21 2,61 
Current 1,38 0,46 0,69 5,75 10,59 0,69 28,77 4,83 0,92 
 
 
Table A1.8 D/D characteristics according to individual subjects (instances per 1,000 words). 
Character Empty Weak Tag Hedge Rising Indir Quest Qual Min 
Snow  3,23 4,84 0,00 6,46 11,30 1,61 19,37 7,26 4,04 
Cinderella 13,57 9,33 0,00 5,09 11,03 0,00 23,75 5,09 0,00 
Aurora 5,00 12,50 0,00 2,50 12,50 5,00 35,00 7,50 7,50 
Ariel 3,74 4,99 2,49 3,74 4,99 0,00 47,38 3,74 0,00 
Belle 3,36 3,36 0,00 7,56 9,24 4,20 38,66 2,52 0,00 
Jasmine 14,75 1,34 2,68 2,68 6,70 1,34 50,94 8,04 4,02 
Pocahont 0,00 0,00 1,48 3,70 7,41 0,00 32,59 2,22 2,22 
Mulan 0,00 1,11 0,00 6,68 5,57 2,23 30,07 1,11 7,80 
Tiana 1,87 0,00 0,00 1,87 11,23 0,94 27,61 5,15 0,00 
Rapunzel 0,91 0,91 1,36 9,51 9,96 0,45 29,89 4,53 1,81 
 
 
Table A1.9 Difference characteristics according to subject groups (instances per 1,000 
words). 
Group Feelings Apologies Sharing Help Feedback Agreeing Goals 
Early 24,49 1,42 1,77 3,19 0,71 6,39 0,35 
Mid 14,24 3,41 9,43 1,20 1,00 3,61 0,80 
Current 7,13 2,53 2,53 0,92 0,23 5,52 0,92 
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Table A1.10 Difference characteristics according to individual subjects (instances per 1,000 
words). 
Character Feelings Apologies Sharing Help Feedback Agreeing Goals 
Snow 22,60 1,61 1,61 7,26 0,00 6,46 0,81 
Cinderella 13,57 1,70 0,00 0,00 1,70 6,79 0,00 
Aurora 62,50 0,00 7,50 0,00 0,00 5,00 0,00 
Ariel 18,70 3,74 3,74 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 
Belle 15,97 1,68 8,40 2,52 0,84 4,20 1,68 
Jasmine 29,49 5,36 12,06 1,34 1,34 9,38 1,34 
Pocahont 9,63 1,48 7,41 0,74 1,48 3,70 0,00 
Mulan 2,23 6,68 16,70 1,11 1,11 1,11 1,11 
Tiana 9,36 1,87 4,21 0,94 0,47 3,74 0,94 
Rapunzel 4,98 3,17 0,91 0,91 0,00 7,25 0,91 
 
 
Table A1.11 New characteristics according to subject groups (instances per 1,000 words). 
Group Interrupting Imperatives Shouting Threats Disagreeing 
Early 3,55 19,87 1,42 1,42 8,16 
Mid 4,01 16,65 6,42 3,61 17,65 
Current 4,60 27,39 5,98 2,30 16,80 
 
 
Table A1.12 New characteristics according to individual subjects (instances per 1,000 
words). 
Character Interrupting Imperatives Shouting Threats Disagreeing 
Snow White 0,81 25,83 0,00 0,81 4,04 
Cinderella 7,63 20,36 2,54 2,54 9,33 
Aurora 0,00 0,00 2,50 0,00 17,50 
Ariel 2,49 16,21 6,23 3,74 17,46 
Belle 1,68 14,29 5,88 7,56 21,85 
Jasmine 4,02 17,43 13,40 6,70 18,77 
Pocahontas 4,44 15,56 1,48 0,00 16,30 
Mulan 7,80 21,16 8,91 1,11 13,36 
Tiana 3,74 21,99 6,55 4,68 18,25 













Raw data (non-standardized results). 
 
 
Table A2.1 Overall results according to subject groups (number of instances). 
Group Deficit D/D Difference New 
Early 45 187 108 97 
Mid 76 324 168 241 
Current 46 235 86 248 
 
 
Table A2.2 Overall results according to individual subjects (number of instances). 
Character Deficit D/D Difference New 
Snow White 14 72 50 39 
Cinderella 24 80 28 50 
Aurora 7 35 30 8 
Ariel 22 57 21 37 
Belle 19 82 42 61 
Jasmine 6 69 45 45 
Pocahontas 3 67 33 51 
Mulan 26 49 27 47 
Tiana 24 104 46 118 
Rapunzel 22 131 40 130 
 
 







Table A2.4 Talkativeness according to individual subjects (number of words). 
Character Talkativeness 














Table A2.5 Deficit characteristics according to subject groups (number of instances). 
Group Hesitation Weakness 
Early 32 13 
Mid 58 18 
Current 36 10 
 
 
Table A2.6 Deficit characteristics according to individual subjects (number of instances). 
Character Hesitation Weakness 
Snow White 12 2 
Cinderella 13 11 
Aurora 7 0 
Ariel 20 2 
Belle 11 8 
Jasmine 4 2 
Pocahontas 2 1 
Mulan 21 5 
Tiana 16 8 
Rapunzel 20 2 
 
 
Table A2.7 D/D characteristics according to subject groups (number of instances). 
Group Empty Weak Tag Hedge Rising Indir Quest Qual Min 
Early 22 22 0 15 32 4 66 18 8 
Mid 18 10 6 25 35 8 193 16 13 
Current 6 2 3 25 46 3 125 21 4 
 
 
Table A2.8 D/D characteristics according to individual subjects (number of instances). 
Character Empty Weak Tag Hedge Rising Indir Quest Qual Min 
Snow  4 6 0 8 14 2 24 9 5 
Cinderella 16 11 0 6 13 0 28 6 0 
Aurora 2 5 0 1 5 2 14 3 3 
Ariel 3 4 2 3 4 0 38 3 0 
Belle 4 4 0 9 11 5 46 3 0 
Jasmine 11 1 2 2 5 1 38 6 3 
Pocahont 0 0 2 5 10 0 44 3 3 
Mulan 0 1 0 6 5 2 27 1 7 
Tiana 4 0 0 4 24 2 59 11 0 
Rapunzel 2 2 3 21 22 1 66 10 4 
 
 
Table A2.9 Difference characteristics according to subject groups (number of instances). 
Group Feelings Apologies Sharing Help Feedback Agreeing Goals 
Early 69 4 5 9 2 18 1 
Mid 71 17 47 6 5 18 4 





Table A2.10 Difference characteristics according to individual subjects (number of 
instances). 
Character Feelings Apologies Sharing Help Feedback Agreeing Goals 
Snow 28 2 2 9 0 8 1 
Cinderella 16 2 0 0 2 8 0 
Aurora 25 0 3 0 0 2 0 
Ariel 15 3 3 0 0 0 0 
Belle 19 2 10 3 1 5 2 
Jasmine 22 4 9 1 1 7 1 
Pocahont 13 2 10 1 2 5 0 
Mulan 2 6 15 1 1 1 1 
Tiana 20 4 9 2 1 8 2 
Rapunzel 11 7 2 2 0 16 2 
 
 
Table A2.11 New characteristics according to subject groups (number of instances). 
Group Interrupting Imperatives Shouting Threats Disagreeing 
Early 10 56 4 4 23 
Mid 20 83 32 18 88 
Current 20 119 26 10 73 
 
 
Table A2.12 New characteristics according to individual subjects (number of instances). 
Character Interrupting Imperatives Shouting Threats Disagreeing 
Snow White 1 32 0 1 5 
Cinderella 9 24 3 3 11 
Aurora 0 0 1 0 7 
Ariel 2 13 5 3 14 
Belle 2 17 7 9 26 
Jasmine 3 13 10 5 14 
Pocahontas 6 21 2 0 22 
Mulan 7 19 8 1 12 
Tiana 8 47 14 10 39 
Rapunzel 12 72 12 0 34 
 
 
Table A2.13 Total number of words in script. 
Film Total 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 4128 
Cinderella 5098 
Sleeping Beauty 4167 
The Little Mermaid 6026 










Tämän pro gradu -tutkielman tarkoituksena oli tutkia Disneyn prinsessaelokuvien 
päähenkilöiden kielenkäyttöä ja verrata siinä tapahtuvia muutoksia sukupuolen- ja 
kielentutkimuksen teorioihin. Lähtökohtana toimivat aikaisemmat tutkimukset, joiden 
mukaan sukupuolittuneet stereotypiat ovat vahvasti läsnä tavoissa, joilla Disneyn prinsessat 
esitetään. Tutkimukset kritisoivat elokuvia siitä, kuinka niiden päähenkilöt kuvataan 
passiivisina neitokaisina pulassa sen sijaan, että heistä olisi rakennettu vahvoja roolimalleja 
nuorelle katsojakunnalle. Tämän tutkielman tarkoituksena oli selvittää, onko vastaava 
suuntaus läsnä myös elokuvien kielellisellä puolella. 
 
Tutkimuksen oletuksena oli, että Disneyn prinsessojen kielenkäytössä on tapahtunut muutos 
vahvempaan suuntaan ja että tämä muutos mukailee kielillisen sukupuolentutkimuksen 
teorioita. Tutkimuksen menetelmät olivat kvantitatiivisia ja niiden tarkoitus oli luoda selkeä 
kokonaiskuva erilaisista piirteistä sekä niiden vaikutuksesta Disneyn prinsessojen kielelliseen 
esitystapaan. 
 
Etenkin viime vuosikymmenten aikana Disneyn elokuvia on tutkittu ja kritisoitu runsaasti. 
Elokuvat ovat olleet laaajasti esillä myös tiedotusvälineissä etenkin niiden luomien 
naiskuvausten takia. Vain vähän aikaa sitten Disney nousi jälleen otsikoihin myös Suomessa, 
kun kuvat sen 11:stä virallisesta prinsessasta, Meridasta, julkaistiin yleisölle. Urhea-elokuvan 
nokkela päähenkilö oli käynyt läpi huomattavan muodonmuutoksen villistä poikatytöstä 
seksikkääksi prinsessaksi, mikä raivostutti monia vanhempia, joiden mukaan elokuvan 
alkuperäinen sankaritar oli tervetullut roolimalli sen nuorille katselijoille. Tutkijoita 
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kiinnostaakin, kuinka elokuvien esittämät roolimallit vaikuttavat niitä katsovien lasten 
kehitykseen.  
 
Sukupuolittuneiden kuvausten lisäksi tutkijoiden mielenkiintoa ovat herättäneet esimerkiksi 
elokuvien tapa käsitellä rotua tai ikää. Molemmissa tapauksissa Disneyä on syytetty 
rasismista sekä jo olemassaolevien stereotypioiden vahvistamisesta. Koska Disney ja sen 
tuotteet ovat vahvasti läsnä lasten elämän eri osa-alueilla, niiden vaikutus kyseisen nuoren 
kuluttajakunnan asenteiden kehitykseen on valtava. Nuoret tytöt pitävät Disneyn prinsessoja 
roolimalleinaan ja ottavat heistä oppia niin käytöksen kuin kielenkin suhteen. 
 
Kielentutkimuksen saralla sukupuolen vaikutus kielen kehitykseen on ollut yksi vallitsevia 
teemoja jo lähes vuosisadan ajan. Etenkin naisten tapa puhua on herättänyt laajaa 
mielenkiintoa tutkijoiden keskuudessa, samoin ovat erot miesten ja naisten kielenkäytön 
välillä. Ensimmäiset väitteet sukupuoltenvälisen kielenkäytön eroista löytyvät 1920-luvulta ja 
ne olivat vahvasti läsnä sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen teorioissa aina vuosituhannen 
vaihteeseen asti. Uudemmat teoriat sen sijaan korostavat näkemystä miesten ja naisten 
kielenkäytön samankaltaisuudesta. Teorioiden mukaan erot, joiden ennen luultiin johtuvan 
puhujien sukupuolesta ovatkin seurausta näiden välisistä valta-asetelmista. Aikaisemmin 
naisia pidettiin heikompana sukupuolena ja siksi myös heidän puhettaan miehiin nähden 
alempiarvoisena. Nyttemmin käsitykset ovat muuttuneet ja tasa-arvoa pyritään korostamaan 
lähes kaikilla yhteiskunnan osa-alueilla. Myös naisten kielenkäyttöä pidetään yhä kasvavissa 
määrin samanarvoisena miesten kielenkäytön kanssa. Nykysuuntaukset sukupuolen- ja 
kielentutkimuksessa keskittyvätkin selvittämään kuinka miehet ja naiset rakentavat 




Feminismin kolme aaltoa liittyvät läheisesti sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen kolmeen 
lähestymistapaan, jotka ovat vapaasti suomennettuina vajemalli, hallintamalli ja eromalli. 
Vajemalli (engl. deficit model) kuvaa lähestymistapaa, joka hallitsi ensimmäisen feministisen 
aallon aikana, ja jonka mukaan naisten kielenkäyttö oli miehiä alempiarvoisempaan. Kyseisen 
ajan teorioiden mukaan naisten puhe muodostui rajoitetusta sanavarastosta, yksinkertaisista 
rakenteista sekä epäjohdonmukaisista lauseista. Naisia pidettiin yleisesti heikkoina, puheliaina 
ja vähäpätöisinä. Lähestymistapa oli voimissaan vielä toisen feministisen aallon aikana, 
jolloin kiinnostus kielellisiä sukupuolieroja kohtaan kasvoi kiihtyvällä tahdilla.  
 
Toisen feministisen aallon aikana syntyi vajemallin haastava hallintamalli (engl. dominance 
model), joka käsitteli miesten ja naisten kielenkäytön eroja toisenlaisesta näkökulmasta. 
Hallintamallin mukaan miehet hallitsivat keskustelutilanteita, koska heillä oli naisia parempi 
asema yhteiskunnassa. Keskeistä mallille olivat miesten ja naisten käyttämien piirteiden 
nimeäminen ja erottelu sekä naisten voimattoman aseman korostaminen keskustelutilanteissa. 
 
Kolmas lähestymistapa, eromalli (engl. difference model) syntyi kahden viimeisen 
feministisen aallon välissä ja on malleista ainoa, joka käsittelee miesten ja naisten välisiä 
kielenkäytön eroja positiivisesta lähtökohdasta. Mallin mukaan erot eivät johdu naisten 
alempiarvoisuudesta tai huonommasta asemasta yhteiskunnassa vaan siitä, että tytöt ja pojat 
kasvavat erilaisissa alakulttuureissa. Erilaiset keskustelukaavat saavat alkunsa lapsuuden 
leikeistä yhtä sukupuolta edustavissa ryhmissä sekä siitä, miten tyttöjä ja poikia aktiivisesti 
kasvatetaan eri tavoilla. Arvot, jotka korostuvat tyttöjen leikeissä ja kasvatuksessa ovat yhteys 
muihin ryhmän jäseniin sekä keskinäiset ihmissuhteet, kun vastaavasti pojat arvostavat valtaa 




Nykypäivänä vajemallia pidetään vanhanaikaisena ja tutkijat väittelevät lähinnä hallinta- ja 
eromallien välillä. Kaikki nämä kolme ennen vuosituhannen vaihdetta syntynyttä teoriaa 
kuitenkin korostavat sukupuolen kaksijakoista tulkitsemista, jota uudemmat, tämän 
vuosituhannen puolella syntyneet teoriat pyrkivät välttämään. Uusien teorioiden mukaan 
sukupuoliserojen sijaan tutkimusten huomio tulisi suunnata siihen, kuinka sukupuolia 
rakennetaan ja ylläpidetään erilaisilla kielellisillä ja yhteiskunnallisilla käytännöillä. 
Nykyteorioiden mukaan sukupuoli on monimutkainen ja alati kehittyvä sosiaalinen alue, jossa 
kieltä käytetään erilaisten identiteettien luomiseen. Kielen avulla on mahdollista niin kehittää 
ja ylläpitää valtasuhteita, arvoja ja identiteettejä kuin haastaa vallitsevia käytäntöjä. Nykyään 
sosiaalinen sukupuoli ei ole suoraa seurausta biologisesta sukupuolesta vaan se rakennetaan 
itse käyttämällä hyväksi mm. kielellisiä keinoja. Näiden keinojen seurauksena sosiaalinen 
sukupuoli on ennen kaikkea viestinnällinen saavutus. 
 
Tämä tutkimus hyödynsi ylläesitettyjä teorioita sekä niissä ilmeneviä laskettavissa olevia 
piirteitä. Tutkimus jakoi piirteet neljään eri kategoriaan kahdenkymmenen vuoden 
aikaintervalleilla siten, että ajat vastasivat Disneyn prinsessaelokuvien ilmestymisjakaumaa. 
Vertailemalla piirteiden käyttöä eri aikakausina prinsessaryhmien sekä yksittäisten 
prinsessojen välillä tutkimus pyrki hahmottamaan prinsessojen kielenkäytössä tapahtuneita 
muutoksia vuosien 1937-2010 välillä. 
 
Tutkimuksen materiaaleina toimivat Disneyn kymmenen virallista prinsessaelokuvaa ja 
tutkimusta varten prinsessat jaettiin kolmeen ryhmään elokuvien ilmestymisajankohdan 
mukaisesti. Ensimmäisen ryhmän muodostivat kolmen ensimmäisen Disneyn 
prinsessaelokuvan päähenkilöt Lumikki (Lumikki ja seitsemän kääpiötä 1937), Tuhkimo 
(Tuhkimo 1950) ja Aurora (Prinsessa Ruusunen 1959). Toiseen ryhmään kuuluivat 
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vuosituhannen lopulla ilmestyneiden elokuvien päähenkilöt Ariel (Pieni merenneito 1989), 
Belle (Kaunotar ja hirviö 1991), Jasmine (Aladdin 1992), Pocahontas (Pocahontas 1995) ja 
Mulan (Mulan 1998). Viimeisen ryhmän muodostivat tämän vuosituhannen puolella 
ilmestyneiden elokuvien päähenkilöt Tiana (Prinsessa ja sammakko 2009) ja Rapunzel 
(Kaksin karkuteillä 2010).  
 
Tutkimuksen oletuksena oli, että prinsessaryhmien kielenkäytön kehitys seuraisi vastaavan 
ajan teorioita sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen tieteenalalla. Toisin sanoen tutkimuksessa 
oletettiin, että ensimmäisen ryhmän prinsessojen puheessa olisi paljon vajemallin esittämiä 
piirteitä (engl. deficit characteristics), toisen ryhmän prinsessojen puheessa eromallin 
esittämiä piirteitä (engl. difference characteristics) ja viimeisen ryhmän prinsessojen puheessa 
uusien teorioiden esittämiä piirteitä (engl. new characteristics). Yhtään elokuvaa ei ilmestynyt 
vuosien 1960-1980 välillä, mutta koska tämä oli hyvin oleellista aikaa sukupuolen- ja 
kielentutkimuksen teorioiden kannalta, myös kyseisellä aikavälillä esitetyt piirteet otettiin 
mukaan tutkimukseen. Piirteet muodistivat vaje-hallintaryhmän (engl. d/d characteristics) ja 
tutkimuksessa niiden oletettiin esiintyvän etenkin kummankin tuota aikakautta ympäröivän 
prinsessaryhmän puheessa. 
 
Tutkimuksen tulokset olivat kaksijakoiset. Yleistulokset kertoivat selkeästä muutoksesta 
prinsessojen kielenkäytössä, mutta yksittäisten tulosten tarkempi analyysi paljasti 
huomattavia eroja niin prinsessaryhmien kuin yksittäistenkin prinsessojen kielenkäytön 
välillä. 
 
Yleistuloksista selvisi, että vaje-, vaje-hallinta- ja eroryhmien esittämiä piirteitä, joita pidetään 
stereotyyppisesti feminiinisinä, käyttivät eniten ensimmäisen ryhmän prinsessat, ja että niiden 
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käyttö väheni lineaarisesti siirryttäessä uudempiin ryhmiin. Kyseisten piirteiden käyttö oli 
vähäisintä uusimpien elokuvien päähenkilöiden kohdalla. Vastaavasti uusien teorioiden 
esittämien piirteiden - joita ennen pidettiin virheellisesti maskuliinisen kommunikoinnin 
merkkeinä - käyttö kasvoi melko jyrkästi ensimmäisestä ryhmästä viimeiseen. Nämä trendit 
osoittavat positiivista kehitystä kauemmas feminiinisten stereotyyppien käytöstä Disneyn 
prinsessaelokuvien naiskuvauksessa. Tutkimuksen aikana liikkui huhuja myös kahdesta 
uudesta Disneyn prinsessasta, jo aikaisemmin mainitusta poikatytöstä, Meridasta (Urhea 
2012) sekä Disneyn tulevan Frozen-elokuvan keskushahmosta Annasta. Näistä kahdesta 
ainakin Merida varmasti vahvistaisi tästä tutkimuksesta saatuja tuloksia ja siirtymistä kohti 
vahvempaa kuvausta Disneyn sankarittarista. Kaikenkaikkiaan yleistulokset osoittivat, että 
sukupuolen- ja kielentutkimuksen teoriat olivat läsnä Disneyn prinsessojen kielenkäytön 
kehityksessä. 
 
Erot yksittäisten prinsessojen välillä olivat kuitenkin suuria eivätkä paljastaneet yhtä selkeitä 
kaavoja. Päinvastoin; yksittäisten prinsessojen tulokset niin piirreryhmien kuin yksittäistenkin 
piirteiden käytössä olivat epälineaarisia. Eniten vajeryhmän piirteitä käytti keskiryhmän 
prinsessa Mulan, vaikka odotusten mukaisesti ensimmäisen ryhmän jäsenten olisi pitänyt 
käyttää piirteitä eniten. Eroryhmän piirteitä sen sijaan käytti aktiivisimmin ensimmäisen 
ryhmän Aurora, vaikka piirteiden piti olla käytetyimpiä keskimmäisen ryhmän jäsenten 
joukossa. Uusien piirteiden taas piti olla käytetyimpiä viimeisen ryhmän jäsenten joukossa, 
mutta keskiryhmän Jasmine käytti niitä eniten. Täten vastauksena tutkimuksen otsikon 
esittämään kysymykseen ”kuka sankarittarista on suorasukaisin” oli Jasmine. 
 
Eniten eroavaisuudet tulivat ilmi yksittäisten piirteiden muodostamissa tuloksissa. 
Vajeryhmän piirteistä yleisimmät olivat puheliaisuus ja epäröinti. Puheliaimpia olivat 
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ensimmäisen ja viimeisen ryhmän prinsessat Lumikki ja Rapunzel, kun taas eniten verbaalista 
epäröintiä harjoitti keskiryhmän Ariel. Vaje-hallintaryhmän piirteistä suosituimmat olivat 
kysymykset ja etenkin nouseva intonaatio, joka muuttaa lausahduksen kysymykseksi.  Kaikki 
prinsessat esittivät paljon kysymyksiä, eniten kuitenkin keskiryhmän Jasmine, Ariel ja Belle. 
Nousevaa intonaatiota taas käyttivät eniten ensimmäisen ryhmän Aurora ja Lumikki. 
Eroryhmän piirteistä käytetyimmät olivat puhuminen tunteista ja suhteista sekä yhtyminen 
toisten mielipiteisiin. Tunteista ja suhteista kiinnostunein oli Aurora ja innokkain olemaan 
samaa mieltä muiden kanssa Jasmine. Uusien teorioiden piirteistä yleisimmät taas olivat 
imperatiivien käyttö sekä toisten vastustaminen, joista imperatiivien käyttöä harjoitti eniten 
Rapunzel ja vastustamista Belle. 
 
Kuten ylläesitetyt tulokset osoittavat, vaihteli eri piirteiden ja piirreryhmien käyttö Disney 
prinsessojen puheessa suuresti. Tutkimuksen yleistulokset kuitenkin vastaavat tuloksia, joita 
on saatu aiemmista, prinsessojen käytöstä tutkineista tutkimuksista. Näiden tutkimusten 
mukaan sukupuoleen liittyvät stereotypiat ovat vahvasti läsnä Disneyn prinsessaelokuvissa, 
mutta niiden kuvaus on muuttunut vuosien saatossa monitahoisemmaksi ja kehitys seuraa 
nyky-yhteiskunnan muuttuvia sukupuolirooleja ja odotuksia. Odotukset olivat 
yksinkertaisempia ensimmäisten Disneyn prinsessaelokuvien ilmestyessä 1930-luvulla, mutta 
etenkin feminismin nousu 1970-luvulta lähtien on vaikuttanut niiden monimutkaistumiseen ja 
nykyisin naisilta odotetaan niin perinteisiä, naisellisia ominaisuuksia kuin moderneja, 
”miehisiä” ominaisuuksia. 
 
Lapsille Disneyn prinsessaelokuvat tarjoavat hyvin vaihtelevan naiskuvan. Ensimmäisten 
prinsessaelokuvien päähenkilöt esitetään peittelemättömän feminiinisinä, kun taas uudempien 
sankarittarien esityksessä on pyritty vähentämään stereotyyppisesti feminiinisiä piirteitä ja 
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lisäämään maskuliinisten taipumusten määrää. Koska elokuvien naiskuvaukset vaikuttavat 
vahvasti lasten sukupuoliroolien kehitykseen ja ymmärtämiseen on vahingollisten 
stereotyyppien poiskitkeminen heille suunnatusta mediasisällöstä erittäin tärkeää. 
 
Tulevaisuudessa olisi mielenkiintoista tutkia myös muiden Disney elokuvien sankarittarien 
puhetta ja verrata sitä tämän tutkimuksen tuloksiin. Olisi myös kiinnostavaa tarkastella muita 
hahmoja sekä muiden kuin Disneyn tekemiä elokuvia. Vertaileva tutkimus prinsessa- ja 
prinssihahmojen välillä samaa aihepiiriä käyttäen antaisi varmasti monitahoisemman kuvan 
aiheesta, samoin erilaiset kvalitatiiviset tutkimusmetodit, jotka toisivat tutkimukseen lisää 
syvyyttä. 
 
Kokonaisuudessaan tutkimus tarjosi selkeitä yleisiä linjoja sekä paljon sisäistä vaihtelua 
piirteiden ja piirreryhmien käytön välillä. Se vastasi aikaisemmin saatuja tutkimustuloksia 
Disneyn prinsessojen luomasta naiskuvasta ja loi lupaavan pohjan tulevaisuuden 
tutkimuksille. 
 
 
 
